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Abstract
Dunnavant, Bridget. PhD. The University of Memphis. August 2013. The Intersection
of Aging and Spirituality in the Psychology of Lesbian, Bisexual, and Queer Women.
Major Professors: Douglas Strohmer, PhD and Lisbeth Berbary, PhD.
Although a recent surge in the literature has begun to address the existence and
needs of the growing lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) older adult population in
the United States, there is little established research that has examined their
contextualized lived experiences. Having been exposed to triple discrimination through
ageism, heterosexism, and sexism, older LBQ women may uniquely experience increased
levels of minority stress and decreased psychological wellbeing (Almack, 2010; Gluhoski
et al., 1997). Much of this discrimination is grounded in current ‘religious’ discourse in
the United States, particularly in the South; at the same time, ample research connects
spirituality to wellbeing in the general population and is related to aging through coping,
finding community, and making meaning. In the absence of information about what
aging is like for LBQ women in older adulthood in the current socio-cultural climate,
misperceptions may perpetuate dominant beliefs about sexual orientation, spirituality,
and aging. Therefore, based in the need to deconstruct these misconceptions, this
qualitative research used narrative inquiry informed by post-structuralism and queer
theory to contextualize new understandings of aging as an LBQ-identified woman, with a
particular focus in the areas of end of life and spirituality.
Data was collected using unstructured life-story interviews with six individuals
self-identified as female and lesbian, bisexual, or queer. This research was guided by the
following broad questions: 1) What dominant discourses of spirituality and aging
intersect into the lives of older LBQ women? 2) How do LBQ women psychologically
vi

negotiate these dominant discourses of spirituality and aging in their lived experiences?
and 3) How is this negotiation enacted in their day-to-day experiences and
understandings of self? Using Creative Analytic Practice (CAP), the findings of this
study were presented through three fictional narratives constructed from the data in order
to illuminate diverse ways in which discourses of spirituality and aging intersected in the
lives of participants, ways in which participants psychologically negotiated these
competing discourses, and enactments and understandings of self that resulted from these
processes. These constructed narratives may sensitize the reader to the discourses that
sexual minority women and we all have been/are subject.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
It is estimated that there are between one and three million older lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and queer (LGBQ) adults in the US. Yet while it is obvious that LGBQ older
adults are a strong presence, this group is still underrepresented in the research. In
particular, aging literature often ignores older LGBQ adults, while LGBQ literature often
ignores the aging process of its own members (Berger, 1982).
Literature on aging does discuss aging among heterosexual individuals, focusing
on issues such as aging ‘successfully,’ retirement, and coping with end of life concerns
(Achenbaum, 2009; de Vries, 1999, 2007; Rowe & Kahn, 1997; Tornstam, 2005). This
existing research has suggested that for many adults, older adulthood brings with it
specific concerns related to end of life and transitioning roles. However, rather than
illuminate the experiences of all aging individuals, these discussions on aging not only
fail to address non-heterosexual experiences of aging, but also rely on phallocentric
notions of aging, subsuming women’s experiences under those of men. As a result, there
is little understanding when it comes to the aging processes of women. Due to this
disparity, women who are older often experience ageism and a lack of acceptance, as well
as barriers in accessing needed services (Almack, Seymour, & Bellamy, 2010; Smith,
2007).
Similarly, LGBQ literature largely focuses on issues related to identity
development, mental health, and physical health among LGBQ-identified adolescents and
young adults, while it tends to ignore issues pertaining to older adulthood (Blando, 2003;
Clunis, Frediksen-Goldsen, Freeman, & Nystrom, 2005). Although there has been a push
1

in recent years to address first, the existence of and second, the needs of the growing
aging LGBQ population, there is very little established research that has examined the
contextualized lived experiences of aging LGBQ-identified adults. Further, Berger and
Blando (1984, 2003) suggested that often ignorance and adherence to negative
stereotypes about older LGBQ people prevent society from acknowledging and meeting
the social, physical, and emotional needs of this already marginalized population. Blando
(2003) described LBGQ older adults as “the most invisible of an invisible minority”
because of these disparities in the lack of research about and resources available for them
(p. 87).
Aging LBQ Women Today
In efforts to contextualize the lived experiences of this “invisible minority,” in the
following section I will explore in greater depth the existing research, as well as the
cultural and historical factors that play a role in the invisibility of this population. In
particular, I will examine the social and political forces at play during the lifetimes of
older LGB women. Furthermore, I will explore ways in which these trends on national
and local levels defined and situated both gender and sexual orientation, and how they
impacted the lives of LBQ older women, especially in the South where human rights
violations were more commonplace. One important contextual aspect in particular to
consider is that women who are both older and identify as LBQ have experienced a
unique socio-historical climate. Being from the South, they were embedded in racial
segregation and the aftermath of slavery, and experienced the resulting American civil
rights movement against racial discrimination against African Americans from the mid50s through the 60s. Being from Memphis and its surrounding areas, they were impacted
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by these activism efforts, and certainly their hostile responses culminating in the local
assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968.
In addition to the African American civil rights movement, participants
subsequently lived through the civil rights efforts of both women’s and gay liberation
movements as well. For example, in efforts to emancipate themselves from the
patriarchal society that kept them on the margins, during the second wave of feminism in
the US, beginning in the 1960s and lasting through the 1970s, women fought for social
equality regarding family, employment, and legal issues (Knauer, 2011). This political
movement revolved around every aspect of women’s lives, from professional to sexual
aspects, and resulted in legislation such as the equal pay and civil rights acts of the early
60s, as well as increased attention to women’s needs related to reproduction and domestic
violence in the 70s. Even though these important steps were taken, women today still
struggle with gaining entry into traditional male dominated workforces and receiving
equal pay, as well as struggling for reproductive rights such as access to birth control
(Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Knauer, 2011; Rubin, 1997). Despite the cultural progress made
during their lifetimes, stigmatization of women and thus the fight for visibility of older
LBQ women is ongoing in the echo of an era in which female gender was and is seen as
inferior. LBQ women not only fight against gendered stereotypes and stigmatization
based on gender, but they also often find themselves in a religiopolitical environment that
continues to largely invalidate their sexual identities.
Alongside the women’s movement, and perhaps perpetuated by it, gay liberation
efforts also began to take form and gain momentum in the 1960s and 1970s in the United
States. Throughout the twentieth century, discrimination based on homonegative
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attitudes, or “negative societal beliefs about same-sex attractions and experiences”
(Balsam & Mohr, 2007, p. 307), were a norm in the lives of LGBTQ, or lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender and queer individuals. In the US, the acronym LGBTQ has since
been used to identify and represent this community as a somewhat homogenous group, or
set of five relatively distinct categories of people, classified according to same-sex
attraction and behavior, and gender identification and presentation.
Within the context of the gay liberation efforts, identifying as a distinct LGBTQ
community enabled individuals who were labeled as L, G, B, T, and Q to come together
with a like goal against prejudice, and towards acceptance and now equal rights. Many
still choose to identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual, recognizing their identity to be stable
positions that connect them to others who share that same label. However, while there
are obvious similarities among these identity groups and clear advantages to claiming a
stable sexual identity, there arguably are also valuable distinctions and disadvantages.
For many, these stable sexual identity positions feel limiting and reductionist because
they constrict and constrain possibilities for emotional and sexual attraction, denying love
and desire that occurs outside of the realm of what can be classified according to sex (i.e.,
what is biologically male versus female), or that may change over time. Therefore, those
who recognize rigid sexuality identity positions as limiting have ascribed to
conceptualizations of sexual orientation or same-sex desire as more complicated and
flexible than previously understood, often being described as fluid along a continuum.
Some same-sex attracted people rather than claim a strictly lesbian or gay identity, will
instead claim a position in-between such as bisexual, which may refer to experiencing
relatively stable attractions, but with varying degrees of fluidity along that continuum,
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including some opposite-sex attraction (Diamond, 2008b). Others prefer selecting
intimate partners based on who they are rather than what sex they are. Queer individuals
ascribe to a more fluid and contingent gender identity and/or sexual orientation
(Sedgwick, 1993). In this sense, attraction is understood as being person-centered, rather
than related to gender since gender is socially constructed and human emotional and
physical intimacy is too complex to be simplified into such discreet and arbitrary
categories as male/female or gay/lesbian. While the concept of sexual fluidity helps to
inform my own view of sexual orientation as well as the inclusivity of my study to
expand beyond only self-identified lesbians, it should be noted however that sexual
fluidity is a fairly new concept examined primarily within younger women. Further,
although there is some evidence to suggest that as these women age, they are more likely
to practice monogamy in either same- or opposite- sex relationships (Diamond, 2008a),
we have yet to know if and how the fluidity model applies to older women.
While conducting this study, I was most interested in the specific experiences of
those women who had same-sex desire at some point in their lives so although I may look
through a queer lens, I was concerned with looking into the lives of individuals who selfidentified as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or queer, and therefore whether or not they adhered to
the fluidity model or identified as queer was impertinent. While transgender individuals
were not excluded from this research insofar as they could speak to the experiences of
being lesbian, bisexual, or queer, transgender issues were not the focus of this particular
study. It should be noted that although there are multiple ways of understanding sexual
identity and orientation, the injustices that have existed historically and continue to exist
have affected and continue to affect all of these sexual minorities in various ways.
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Regardless of what label people adopted for themselves, throughout the late 1900s
anyone who exhibited real or perceived nonconformity with regard to sexual orientation
or gender expression, was often considered by hegemonic ideology as being vulgar
(Buring, 1997). Heteronormativity and heterosexism permeated many aspects of society
from medical, legal, to religious institutions. In fact, homosexuality was considered a
mental illness, illegal, as well as a sin (Clunis et al., 2005; Knauer, 2005). Morrow
(2001) discussed that these negative views are often related to heterosexism stating that:
Heterosexism is defined as the belief in the superiority of heterosexuality over
other forms of sexual orientation identities….Homophobia arises out of
heterosexist beliefs which serve to systemically privilege those who have a
heterosexual identity while simultaneously oppressing those who have a gay or
lesbian identity. (p. 152)
Based on negative experiences such as oppression, discrimination, and violence that
stemmed from rampant heterosexist attitudes, during the sixties many LGBTQ
Americans rose up against homophobia. One of the most important acts of resistance
was known as the Stonewall riots. These riots occurred at the Stonewall Inn gay bar in
1969 when LGBTQ individuals fought back against New York police who raided the bar.
These riots are often thought of as marking the onset of gay liberation movements toward
ending the persecution and pathologization of LGBTQ individuals (Knauer, 2011).
When the psychological community in response to this public outcry removed
homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders in 1973
this was considered a major feat and precipitated a shift in societal ways of understanding
sexuality. As a result of these significant events, LGBQ individuals were encouraged to

6

‘come out of the closet’ and be ‘proud’ of their sexual orientations. Several gay public
officials did just this and were elected to office in the late seventies and early eighties.
Harvey Milk for instance was the first openly gay city supervisor of San Francisco. His
life work and the tragedy of his assassination in 1978 both are well known in the history
of LGBTQ rights in the United States (Clunis et al., 2005).
After a tumultuous history of gay relations in the US, more recently, there have
been major gains towards equal rights for LGBQ individuals. For instance, eleven states
have legalized same-sex marriage to date; and with President Obama in the White House,
there were further developments in 2011 with the administration supporting the ‘Respect
for Marriage Act.’ This act, if passed, would essentially mark an end to federal
discrimination of same-sex couples by promising the same 1,100 federal rights granted to
heterosexual married couples, if they were legally married. It has not been passed so far,
but will be re-introduced later this year after two supreme court cases are decided, one
challenging California’s ban on same-sex marriage, ‘Proposition 8;’ the other challenges
the federal defense of marriage act, or DOMA. We have also seen a repeal of the ‘Don’t
Ask, Don’t Tell’ resolution, which now allows LGBQ people to serve openly in the
military without fear of losing their jobs (Respect For Marriage Act, n.d.).
These are all positive movements in a direction that is more inclusive and
supportive than the heterosexist tone that characterized the US over the last century. The
Human Rights Campaign, an organization that fights for equal rights for people of all
orientations, reported that 7 out of 10 Americans surveyed believed same-sex couples
should have the same rights afforded to heterosexual couples (Respect For Marriage Act,
n.d.). In this more progressive cultural climate, LGBQ individuals who live in areas that
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legally recognize their relationships have reported less internalized homophobia, fewer
depressive symptoms, lower levels of stress, and more meaning in their lives as compared
to those in committed relationships without legal recognition (Riggle, Rostosky, & Horne,
2010). However, in the United States, fewer than one in four same-sex couples live in a
jurisdiction in which some form of legal recognition of their relationship by state or local
government is available (Gates, Badgett, & Ho, 2008). Even though 11 states now allow
same-sex marriage, 30 other states have passed constitutional bans against same-sex
marriage. This illuminates that while on one hand, the atmosphere of social acceptance
of the LGBTQ community seems to be growing, this progress has been met with a
backlash of systematic and organized heterosexism.
While this backlash has been visible all over the country, it is especially
noticeable when one zeros in on a local level. Of these 30 states in which bans have been
enacted, there is a concentrated grouping of them in the Southern region of the US,
including Tennessee (Tennessee Equality Project, n.d.). Looking even closer at recent
developments in Tennessee, since 2006 a constitutional amendment banning same-sex
partners from marrying passed, several non-discrimination ordinances aimed at protecting
the jobs of LGBTQ workers in Memphis and Nashville have been unsuccessful, and a
new bill was proposed, the “Human Sexuality” bill. This legislation was popularized as
the “Don’t Say Gay” bill because it bans “any instruction or materials discussing sexual
orientation other than heterosexuality” in TN public schools, and it has been passed in the
House and waits to be passed in the State Senate (Tennessee State Board of Education,
2010; Tennessee Equality Project, n.d.). Millions of dollars have been spent on
legislation aimed at preventing same-sex couples from adopting children and there are no
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openly gay public officials in Tennessee. Memphis newspapers continue to report
accounts of violence, vandalism, theft and discrimination aimed at the local LGBTQ
community (Commercial Appeal, n.d.; Tennessee Equality Project, n.d.).
When becoming aware of the heterosexism that exists around us, it is important to
understand some of the environmental and cultural factors that contribute to its presence
and continue to feed it. Buring (1997) described Memphis in the 1940s to 1960s as being
a place where gays and lesbians existed, but hid. They experienced job loss, prejudice,
and repetitive mistreatment from the individuals charged with the task of protecting the
public, the police, in the form of unwarranted arrests and undue harassment. Most LGB
people were described as being too afraid to even venture into the spaces deemed ‘safe,’
such as gay bars and softball games. Today, not too much has changed. There are more
‘gay-friendly’ neighborhoods, businesses, and social venues, but there are also new
homophobic establishments as part of the landscape. Love in Action, for instance was a
Christian-based religious conversion therapy inpatient program in Memphis to which
parents could send their teenagers who were suspected of being gay in order to ‘convert’
them to heterosexuality (loveinaction.org). This residential program finally closed its
doors in 2007 (Fox, 2011); but the organization continues to run day programs for adults
to this end under a new name, Restoration Path (restorationpath.org). The discriminatory
messages echoing the streets in Memphis are often coming from the mouths of local
pastors, as many not only preach against homosexuality within the walls of their churches,
but have spoken out publicly against anti hate-crime legislation aimed at protecting the
livelihood of LGBTQ individuals (Tennessee Equality Project, n.d.). There are a handful
of gay-affirming religious institutions in Memphis, but the overall religious climate in the
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heart of the Bible Belt is still exclusionary and unsafe for LGBTQ individuals. Therefore,
current controversial legislation, religious persecution, and overall themes of
discrimination and violence, on local and national levels denote the ongoing battle for
civil rights for LGBQ people (Rostosky, Riggle, Horne, Denton, & Huellemeier, 2010).
Aging in America
While the struggles for both women’s and LGBQ rights have been central to our
social and political culture over the last five decades, increased attention on aging and
end of life issues has also been evident in the recent social climate and subsequently the
literature (Achenbaum, 2009; McGuire, Boyd, & Tedrick, 1999; Tornstam, 2005). This
is based partially on the increased proportion of older adults represented in the US
population as the post-World War II baby boomers are now reaching their mid-sixties, as
well as on advancements in healthcare that are simply resulting in longer life spans
(“2010 Census Shows Nation's Population is Aging,” 2011). In order to better clarify the
nature of this growing sub-population, it is important to realize that when using the terms
“aging” and “older adults” throughout this research I am generally referring to adults
over the age of 65. This is because while aging researchers agree that chronological age
is not an accurate appraisal of older persons, the age of 65 on average loosely correlates
with the onset of old age (Achenbaum, 2009). A few years ago there was an estimated 36
million Americans over the age of 65 and it is estimated that number will grow to 70
million in the next two decades (Gerberding, 2007).
As the United States grows older, the climate regarding policy and healthcare has
changed alongside it. The Social Security Act was passed in 1935 in order to ensure that
when individuals retired, they and their families would be financially secure through
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pension and retirement benefits, financed by taxes paid by the working population.
Medicare was developed in the 1960s in order to provide a medical insurance component
to those individuals receiving Social Security benefits (Social Security History, n.d.).
While this measure was originally put in place to assist the aging, it has expanded to
include other vulnerable populations such as people with disabilities and the unemployed;
however, a large proportion of Social Security funds continues to be allocated to the
aging, and particularly concentrated toward the end of life (de Vries, 1999). Today,
Medicare covers over 45 million Americans and it has been projected that as the baby
boomers reach retirement within the next 20 years, this number will reach 78 million
(Boards of Trustees, Federal Hospital Insurance, and Federal Supplementary Medical
Insurance Trust Funds, 2009). Medicaid was established originally as a welfare system
for individuals with lower incomes, but assists many older adults, particularly when
retirement plans become depleted. For this reason, it is often used as a means to
contribute to the rising costs of extended healthcare into older age, such as nursing home
fees (Social Security History, n.d.).
While healthcare fees are continuously increasing, the proportion of working
Americans that can accrue taxes in comparison to those retiring is going down. Due to
these changes and the subsequent stress of the building economic and social pressures
upon these systems, there has been increased debate on the current state of Social
Security, Medicare, and Medicaid. This has resulted in a subsequent crisis around what
the future of these social programs will look like (i.e., whether they should be reformed,
privatized, or gotten rid of altogether) and how they will impact the lives of the aging and
of all Americans (Egendorf, 2002).
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Similar to how there is a lack of agreement on how to approach the ‘aging’ of
America, there are also currently differing ideas in both media and research of what the
aging process entails for the aging themselves, often resulting in contradictory messages
about what it is like to be an older adult (Pruchno, Wilson-Genderson, Rose, &
Cartwright, 2010). For instance, studies reveal that the leading concerns for older
individuals are health and financial problems. In terms of health, the strides in medical
science, increases in social services, and recent governmental policies that have improved
the quality of and access to healthcare for aging adults have also resulted in longer lives.
With longer lifespan expectancy rates, however, cognitive and physical illness, disease,
and disability have increased among people when reaching older adulthood (Schoeni,
Freedman, & Wallace, 2001). So, while most older adults can expect to live longer,
healthier, more active, and potentially happier lives, this same increase in life expectancy
is simultaneously associated with an increased risk for encountering problems such as
physical and cognitive disability and chronic disease. With more people requiring
medical services a greater strain is put on the healthcare providers such as hospitals,
nursing and assisted living facilities, home health and private aid services, as well as on
the support systems such as Medicare, Medicaid, and Disability insurance. This means
that older individuals may receive a lower quality of care or run into barriers to accessing
services (Gerberding, 2007). Therefore, meeting the healthcare needs of this already atrisk population is becoming more and more of a challenge.
Parallel to this healthcare quandary, financial issues related to older adulthood
often present a dilemma. While more older adults are reaching an age in which
retirement may be a viable option, worries about how to pay for healthcare and medical
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bills, as well as housing, food, and other living expenses may impact older adults’
decisions about whether or not to retire, and how to plan for an enjoyable retirement in an
unstable economy. Employment rates for older adults have increased over the last thirty
years, but this is not always indicative of an upsurge in physical prosperity and
professional productivity in older adults’ lives. Instead, it could be a consequence of the
financial strain among the aging population that causes them to remain in the workforce
in order to support themselves and their lives/families (Lips, 2011).
Women in late life. While financial strain may be becoming commonplace
among aging individuals in general, these financial strains, as well as other unique
concerns, challenges, and assets are of particular relevance to older women. Older
women present a unique case because on average they simply outlive men, but also
because they are often caught between the traditional expectations of homemaker and
caretaker, and new opportunities for social, professional, and financial independence
(Smith, 2007). Today’s older woman was likely on the forefront of women’s
liberation—she was perhaps the first woman in her workplace, or the woman in her social
circle who decided not to have children. It is very likely that her life looked differently
than her mother’s in terms of the enactment of social norms and what roles she took on in
early life and perhaps will continue to adopt (Rife, 1997; Rubin, 1997).
These newly socially accepted abilities to choose options like a career, divorce, or
raising a family as a single parent have become uncharted territory now for many current
older adults. Such choices provided a greater level of freedom and independence, but
also have created new responsibilities and hardships during the aging process. For
instance, it is common now for women to take on a second career later in life after having
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reared children or after losing a spouse. It may be that this is an attractive option for
someone who did not get an opportunity to follow her interests earlier in life after having
decided to be a stay at home mom. However, it is just as likely an explanation that in
today’s economy, she is obligated to work in order to sustain her own livelihood after the
loss of a spouse’s income, perhaps even having been his or her caregiver. One woman
may see a second career as an opportunity to pursue a passion in a new field while
another sees it as forced choice. Either scenario may pose unique rewards or challenges
personally, physically, and financially. While autonomy has shown to be a value of older
women (Smith, 2007; Snyder, 2005), forced autonomy can also be a considerable stressor.
Social issues. Beyond personal barriers and losses regarding career and money,
interpersonal issues such as bereavement, caregiving, and transitioning into new
relational roles also color women’s experiences of aging (Almack et al., 2010; Blando,
2003; Berger, 1984). Social prosperity has consistently been seen as important to older
women. Above and beyond primary intimate relationships, having close friendship
networks and being involved in advocacy groups or churches has been linked to
psychological and physical wellbeing among older women (Brown, Consedine, & Magai,
2005; Smith, 2007). However, in women’s late lives the increased likelihood of enduring
multiple losses of loved ones, and having to take on the role of caregiver also acutely
impacts this population. Older women are far more likely than older men to take on the
role of caregiver of an aging spouse, parent, or loved one, or to volunteer in their
communities (Smith, 2007). While taking care of others or volunteer activities can lead
to a sense of purpose and perhaps connection to one or a few individuals, these activities
also may require a great deal of time and energy, leading to physical or financial strain
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(Brown et al., 2005; Kleiber & Nimrod, 2008). Therefore, the responsibility of
caregiving often creates barriers to social functioning because it can be isolating. Thus,
while maintaining a solid support network may be all the more necessary, such
connections can become challenging as one ages (Smith, 2007).
Aging as LGBQ
Aligned with the recent focus on aging in research, there has been a parallel surge
in research on aging LGBQ-identified individuals over the last decade. It is difficult to
locate LGB older adults in general since there is a tendency for many experiencing
vulnerability in older age to return to the protective yet isolating ‘life in the closet.’ The
protection of being closeted might be more familiar to them than the younger LGBQ
generations that have been reared in a more open and affirming culture (Knauer, 2011);
especially since they might become dependent on less accepting caregivers, long-term
care settings, or legal procedures such as wills that often fail to acknowledge or
accommodate their needs (Grant, 2010).
Only recently have there even been LGBQ adults who have lived their lives ‘out
of the closet,’ and can be recruited to share their life stories through the pre- and poststonewall eras, and about their experiences with aging within this timeframe. Part of the
reason for this D’Augelli and Grossman (2001) explained, “LGB people concealed their
sexual orientation from family, friends, and employers. To avoid rejection, some decided
to follow a “heteronormal lifestyle,” including marriage and child-rearing” (p. 149). This
reality and the subsequent way LGBQ lived their lives may still impact the feelings that
LGBQ older adults have about themselves and society’s opinions about them. This
makes sense given the historical roots of homosexuality in the United States, where up
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until the 1970s from a legal, religious, and scientific standpoint it was seen as illegal,
immoral, and sick (Almack et al., 2010; Knauer, 2011).
An organizational and political movement toward advocating for and assisting the
growing number of LGBT adults over the age of 65 (that have been up till now ignored
by mainstream society) has resulted in reports such as Outing age 2010: Public policy
issues affecting lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender elders; Ready to serve? The
aging network and LGB and T older adults; Out and aging: The metlife study of lesbian
and gay baby boomers; LGBT older adults in long-term care facilities, and Improving the
lives of LGBT older adults (Grant, 2010; Knochel, Croghan, Moone, & Quam, 2010;
MetLife Mature Market Institute, ASA, LGAIN, & Zogby International, 2006; NSCLC,
NGLTF, SAGE, Lambda Legal, NCLR, & NCTE, 2011; SAGE & MAP, 2010). What
these works commonly deduce is that older LGBQ adults have unique social, financial,
health, and personal challenges and concerns when facing retirement and end of life care,
particularly in a world that remains often inhospitable and uncertain. In terms of social
challenges, since LGBQ adults are often discriminated against in mainstream society it
can be difficult for them to locate affirming groups or rely upon the supportiveness of
potential friends. For instance, many older LGBQ individuals are expecting to
experience heterosexism when they go to certain businesses or areas of town, particularly
in those places that older adults might typically meet others such as local churches.
Many such locations are known or perceived to be discriminatory and will therefore be
avoided, resulting in social isolation. Even after meeting people in neutral environments,
there is no guarantee whether or not an individual will be gay-affirming, so it can be

16

frightening to negotiate if and when to disclose personal information, knowing that it
might ‘out’ them and result in a negative response or rejection.
The invisibility of older LGBQ individuals goes beyond these more
straightforward social implications for further societal marginalization and the fact that
they are already a minority compared to the general population. Only around four% of
Americans in general are LGBQ-identified (SAGE & MAP, 2010), and older LGBQ
often remain closeted in several or all realms of life (Knauer, 2011; Sedgwick, 2008).
This invisibility can make it even more difficult for older LGBQ individuals to find and
connect with each other and others in social situations and the fact of being a small
minority also can create negative consequences in other realms such as in their work
settings, in their communities, and among family, neighbors, healthcare professionals,
and other service providers (Claassen, 2005; Neustifter, 2008). One example of this is
that LGBQ persons are not protected against institutional discrimination by heterosexist
businesses. Therefore, employers have the right to not hire an openly LGBQ person,
discriminate against or actually fire an individual based on sexual orientation, or deny
benefits to LGBQ individuals, their partners, or families in most states. These
discriminatory practices add another layer to the lives of aging LGBQ adults such as
worrying about outliving their partners and not being able to find or afford suitable
benefits, housing, and healthcare because they aren’t supported by their partners
retirement plans or vice versa (MetLife Mature Market Institute, ASA, LGAIN, & Zogby
International, 2006; SAGE & MAP, 2010). Additionally, the fear of discrimination
creates dilemmas about whether LGBQ adults will attempt to enter into potentially
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hostile work environments or even into whole career fields if they do seek a career later
in life.
More broadly, in terms of the well-being of this population, older LGBQ persons
who have spent their lives immersed in a culture that invalidates them often exhibit
psychological distress. This ranges from anxiety and depression to internalized
homonegativity, or “internalized negative societal beliefs about same-sex attractions and
experiences…a form of devaluing the self,” (Balsam & Mohr, 2007, p. 307). Even
though this population is at increased risk for experiencing psychological distress, they
are also often fearful of seeking healthcare due to the expectation that they will not be
treated fairly or with dignity due to ageism, sexism, or heterosexism (Clunis et al., 2005;
de Vries, 1999).
Despite these unique societal forces are working against the well-being of LGBQ
older adults, there has been some research to suggest that LGBQ adults’ aging process
also at times looks like or is similar to heterosexual individuals’ in both positive ways
such as the presence of social support, and negative such as difficulties with loss of
autonomy and health, and bereavement of loved ones (Blando, 2003; Berger, 1984;
Heaphy, 2007). The stressors that exist among the aging related to health, retirement, and
social support are exacerbated however by the other factors that are unique to the LGBQ
population. These include ageism and exclusion from gay and straight communities,
political oppression, difficulty negotiating sexual identity presentation, limited family
support, lack of relationship recognition, financial hardship, stigmatization and violence,
as well as social and institutional discrimination (Berger, 1984; Blando, 2003; Cahill &
South, 2003; D’Augelli & Grossman, 2001; de Vries, 2007). While aging and nearing
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end of life already presents a number of new challenges and roles to negotiate, the
addition of being LGBQ-identified adds levels of complexity that older LGBQ
individuals are historically only beginning to experience and understand.
Spirituality
An important level of the complexity regarding aging in general involves
understanding and making meaning of late life experiences, and particularly nearing
death, often encompasses a spiritual element. For this reason spirituality plays an
important role in the lives of older adults, however, it is often wrought with controversy
among the LGBTQ community as religion has also been a major sources of oppression
against LGBTQ people in the US, as discussed earlier (Atchley, 2008; Cohen & Koenig,
2003; Koenig, 2006; Lavretsky, 2011). Yet, religion and spirituality still remains
important to the majority of Americans, including many LGBQ individuals. This often
results in personal and interpersonal challenges regarding spirituality and religiosity of
LGBQ-identified individuals and persons who experience same-sex attraction (Kubicek
et al., 2010; Levy & Reeves, 2011).
Typically spirituality and religiosity are defined as dual concepts, often (but not
always) with spirituality encompassing religion, and almost always overlapping or used
interchangeably for practical use in existing research (Lavretsky, 2011; Moberg, 2008).
In my research spirituality will be used as an umbrella term. A broad view of spirituality
has been defined “an inner, subjective region of life that revolves around individual
experiences of being, transcending the personal self, and connecting with the sacred,”
which “range[s] from non-deistic ideas such as the Buddhist Void…to personified
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conceptions of God in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, to naturalistic conceptions of the
sacred as residing in the planet Earth” (Atchley, 2008, p. 12).
Spirituality and older adulthood. Research has consistently shown that spiritual
concerns are important to older adults, and increase with age (Koenig, 2006; Lavretsky,
2010). As older women experience the illness or death of those close to them, they
inevitably face end of life issues such as their own looming health limitations and
mortality. With this awareness may come an increased interest in spirituality in attempts
to cope with and make meaning of these hardships. There are many ways for older adults
to attend to these spiritual needs in order to support successful aging. For example,
Atchley (2008) described the common process of engaging in a spiritual journey through
aging. For him, the spiritual process enables the individual to question meaning of life
issues through linguistic and conceptual understandings of religion or other spiritual
means, and through a connection with the sacred. He noted that this is a process that is
very personal and complex, often incorporating coping but also distress.
Another model that promotes successful aging through spirituality is Torsnstam’s
(2005) theory of Gerotranscendence. His theory is characterized by an active
participation and struggle with the challenges of aging. He described that older adults
cope with difficulties such as illness or loss through an intrinsic process of spiritual
exploration and development, which usually results in a broader, or enlightened
worldview. When older adults adopt this enlightened view, it enables the flexibility to
make new meaning out of the hardships in life for which they might not otherwise have
been prepared, leading to greater acceptance and understanding. Tornstam argued that all
older adults experience Gerotranscendence on some level (Atchley, 2008). Research
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conducted by Danigelis, Hardy, and Cutler (2007) was consistent with this perspective
given that they found that as most adults reach old age, they increase tolerance regarding
diversity, such as gender, ethnicity, and sexual orientation, and toward providing more
inclusive civil liberties and less restrictive laws. Thus, greater levels of personal and
social acceptance through spiritual insight and a more expansive understanding of the
world in general might be seen as associated with aging.
Cohen and Koenig (2003) discussed the importance of spirituality among older
adults as compared with younger generations in terms of coping and social support, and
espoused that three quarters of older Americans thought of religion as very important in
their lives. They explained that older adults often used religion as a way of coping with
the problems associated with aging. Snyder (2005) also described the process of making
meaning through spiritual exploration as pertinent to end of life. Wink and Scott (2005)
more specifically looked at the role of religiosity as it related to fear of death and dying.
They found that among their sample of older adults, those who were more highly
religious or not religious at all were less fearful of dying than those who were religiously
moderate or ambivalent. It appeared that formulating a coherent system with which to
understand spirituality helped people approach and cope with dying, despite whether the
outcome was a stronger connection with religion or the intentional decision to reject
religion in favor of a more secular framework for understanding meanings of life and
death. This points to the importance of active exploration towards resolution of spiritual
ambiguity in late adulthood.
LGBQ spirituality. Given the extensive role that religiosity and spirituality
seems to have held in the lives of older adults in general, it is interesting to address how
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older adults who may have been stigmatized or excluded (such as LGBQ individuals)
from many religious resources or communities take part in this resolution of spiritual
ambiguity in late adulthood (Morrow, 2003). The existing research suggests that
spirituality is important to most people and strongly associated with wellbeing,
particularly in old age. However, there is limited research documenting the religiosity of
LGBQ individuals. While most of the research and contemporary reports on LGBQ
aging emphasize the importance of having supportive social connections and recognize
the increased diversity among contemporary LGBQ older adults, few of them specifically
examined the topics of religious community or diversity of spiritual orientation. In order
to better illuminate the role that spirituality inevitably has in LGBQ older adult’s
experiences with aging a more in-depth look at this intersection must be made.
Negotiating sexual and spiritual identities. This in-depth look could be made
more difficult considering that religion is often a source of discrimination toward LGBQ
individuals; and yet, like with heterosexual individuals, religion can also be highly
important to LGBQ people. Many of today's conservative, mainly Judeo-Christian
religions systemically condemn homosexual behavior, which can result in demoralization
and exclusion of people who experience same-sex attraction or who identify as LGBQ
(Kubicek et al., 2010; Levy & Reeves, 2011). When LGBQ individuals are exposed to
negative religious messages about their sexual orientations, they may internalize these
messages into their self-identity, causing considerable distress. Kubicek et al. (2010) and
Levy and Reeves (2011) purported that in response to the conflict that commonly arises
as a result of religious persecution, LGBQ individuals must attempt to negotiate their
religious or spiritual beliefs with their sexual identities. While many people end up
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abandoning their faiths, some are able to negotiate new understandings of spirituality and
sexual orientation that can coexist (Browne, Munt, & Yip, 2010).
Some researchers believed religiosity to be not only important, but particularly
helpful in supporting and sustaining the well-being and adjustment of gay and lesbian
individuals, given their experiences of societal oppression and alienation (Tan, 2005).
For instance, Lease, Horne, and Noffsinger (2005) found affirming faith group
experiences among 583 LGB adults to be beneficial, with spirituality, as defined as
loving God, being positively correlated with psychological health, but this was among
mostly White middle-aged individuals, all of whom chose to affiliate with a faith
establishment. There is also evidence that LGBT individuals who ascribed to Earthspirited religions, such as Pagan or Wiccan faiths, as opposed to more mainstream
religious traditions, experienced less internal conflict between their faiths and sexual
orientations, but this difference was most evident during the “coming out” process,
without significant impact on long-term self-acceptance (Smith & Horne, 2007). More
research is needed to expand our understandings of the ways in which religion and
spirituality impact LGBQ individuals, especially in old age, a time in which spiritual
concerns often resurface.
LGBQ spirituality in late life. Even though issues surrounding spirituality have
shown to be extremely relevant to aging individuals as well as the experiences of younger
LGBQ-identified individuals, research on spirituality and end of life issues specifically
among older LGBQ-identified older adults is at present extremely limited. Claassen’s
(2005) look at the lives of older lesbians in the South suggested that as compared with
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younger LGBQ women who more often than not abandoned religious affiliations, a
majority of the older women in her study reported religion as important to them.
Another study, by Kidd and Witten (2008), examined spirituality and religious
concerns of older adults who are transgender, represented by the T in the LGBTQ
acronym, and considered part of the greater sexual minority community. Although there
are marked differences between the experiences of gay and transgender people, this study
may have some relevance to lesbian and gay older adults being that both groups
encompass sexual and gender minorities, beyond sharing some actual overlap. One of
the ways that LGBTQ individuals shared a cohesive experience is that have all typically
been ostracized from conventional faith traditions, and both gender and sexual minorities
have responded through finding alternative means of religious or spiritual expression
(Kidd & Witten, 2008). This study also raised the concern that current spiritual and
religious measures are inadequate for use with sexual minorities. They are created for
and normed using heterosexual samples and do not account for the often unconventional
means of finding spiritual meaning and resolution that LGBTQ people must use. This
therefore limits both researchers and healthcare and service workers’ abilities to assess
and understand these dimensions of older LGBTQ adults’ lives. While there has been
some evidence that the spiritual selves of older LBQ women are different than that of
younger LBQ generations and heterosexual older adults, there have been limited studies
that explore them in depth.
Significance of Study
Therefore, while the current research on aging and on LGBQ issues has suggested
some relevant concerns related to aging and end of life issues, it fails to explore the
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complexity of these constructs specific to LBQ older adults. This is particularly the case
regarding the negotiation of social and spiritual concerns that often accompany aging,
contextualized within their unique socio-historical and religiopolitical positioning.
However, as this population grows in numbers and years, it is becoming increasingly
more important to explore and document their experiences from both an historical and
social justice perspective.
Understanding the strengths, values, and concerns of LBQ women regarding
aging and spirituality is important to restorying their lives in a manner more
representative of their lived experiences and to demythifying negative stereotypes that
keep their realities hidden. Further, illuminating women’s narratives may lead to being
better able to provide relevant resources for older LGBQ adults and to help them to better
understand their own experiences, adapt to change, and cope with the difficulties that
come with living and aging as a triple minority (Morrow, 2001). Therefore, in order to
give voice to the stories of LBQ-identified older women who have faced adversity, and to
deconstruct the current misunderstandings and assumptions about their lives and
identities, my research used narrative inquiry informed by post-structuralism and queer
theory to contextualize the experiences of LBQ women in efforts to increase awareness
and contribute to the de-marginalization of this population.
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Chapter 2
Foundations in Theory and Literature
When delving into the topics of sexual orientation and end of life it is essential
not only to explore understandings that exist on a personal level, but to go further to
contextualize these understandings into the cultural definitions of our time. This is
particularly important because our understandings of our ‘selves’ and our experiences are
constituted in language and meanings that are created and sanctioned by our society, and
therefore cannot be divorced from them. For instance the nature of knowledge and how
our culture uses language to talk about what we ‘know’ are very specific to certain
historical and cultural paradigms.
Theoretical Background
Humanism. One of the most prevalent historical paradigms that guides the
ideologies and discourses of current US culture is that of humanism. Humanism, born
from the Platonic ideals of rationalism, is grounded in the values of reason and judgment,
and believes in the existence of a stable and universal ‘Truth’ or meta-narrative. The
Enlightenment, with its roots in Humanism, also rejected irrational and unstable
knowings, and believed that humans had the potential to discover an objective and stable
reality. Knowledge then, from a humanist perspective is something certain, to be
understood as stemming from human existence, justified by human thought, and
reinforced by the absence of reasonable doubt, (i.e., Descarte’s, “I think, therefore I am”).
Such Cartesian principles from the mid-seventeenth century in Europe have shaped the
foundations of post-positivistic thought and the scientific method, both of which continue
to be the template for characterizing knowledge and understanding in today’s Western
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world. Much of our educational, legal, and ideological foundations are grounded in
humanist, post-positivistic thought and espouse the idea that through human observation,
knowledge can be clearly discovered and then verified. Humanism has also influenced
psychological theory but should not be confused with Humanistic Psychology, which
came out of humanism, but also existentialism and phenomenology, being more
interested in human self-actualization, positive and holistic growth than the traditional
views of psychoanalytic and behavior theories (Society for Humanistic Psychology,
2011).
Because humanism has been and continues to be the dominant way in which we
view the world and approach learning, it has taken on the status of ultimate and
unquestionable ‘Truth’ or the one and only way to approach ‘knowing.’ This status
places humanism in an inherently powerful position—one in which as long as it remains
assumed and therefore unrecognized, it cannot be doubted. St. Pierre (2000) described
humanism as:
the air we breathe, the language we speak, the shape of the homes we live in, the
relations we are able to have with others, the politics we practice, the map that
locates us on the earth, the futures we can imagine, the limits of our pleasures.
Humanism is everywhere, overwhelming in its totality; and, since it is so
‘‘natural,’’ it is difficult to watch it work. (p. 478)
The problem with the status of humanism is that it is through the eyes of a select few in a
specific place during a sector in time, yet it is seen as universal, as applicable to all
‘worldly’ knowledge. Frye (1996) referred to the predicament humanism presents as:
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A few, a few men, with a like satisfaction told the story of the world and human
experience—have created what pretends to be progressively a more and more
complete, accurate and profound account of what they call “Man and His World.”
(p. 34)
In this scenario, a major critique of humanism is described; that is, it paints a so-called
“correct” picture of what is known, which is then used to inform the ‘gathering’ of more
knowledge, and so on in a feedback loop of sorts. Any dissenting voices get lost under
sedimentation, or layers upon layers of ‘Truth,’ and we cannot speak the language that
hears them, much less deciphers their meanings. Therefore, the story that gets told
depicts only knowledge which is privileged and based in previous perspectives privileged,
an account of the world in which understanding of human experience is simplified and
circularly reinforced.
Language. One way in which we can examine the impact of humanism is by
considering the use of language. Language is all socio-culturally constructed and its
constructs and meanings change dependent on its location in space and time. Different
countries, different neighborhoods, different families, and even different individuals in
the same family use the same words to imply invariant meaning, and attempt to convey
the same meaning using invariant words. We can see this because most of us have gotten
lost in translation in talking with someone from another country (or even region of the
same country), or we have fallen victim to a miscommunication with a loved one even
when supposedly speaking the same language. Despite this, humanism makes the
assumption that there is an inherent and permanent connection between a word and the
object to which a word refers. Adhering to this perspective, ‘things’ in the world, in
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order to exist to humans, must be identified and labeled, and therefore simplified and
placed into categories of understanding. In other words, only through language do these
‘things’ achieve any significant meaning. In order to attempt to accomplish the enormous
task of identifying and labeling everything, concepts and people must be grouped by
similarity—a process through which their difference gets lost. St. Pierre (2000) discussed
this problem with attempting to categorize and label the world in such a way stating that,
Many very different people are slotted into the category woman, and their
differences across the other identity categories—race, class, ethnicity, sexual
orientation, age, wellness, etc.—are subsumed under the essence of a single
identity category, gender, in an attempt to create order and regularity. In order to
keep such shaky categories intact, it is imperative to define the essence of a
category as well as the essence of things in the world, the “thing itself,” so they
can be matched up. This activity, which is accomplished through language, is the
search for identity, and it, of course, privileges identity over difference. (p. 480)
Through the construction of language, and in accordance with humanist centered
principles, we are then able to and desire to classify human experience in a way is that is
rational, organized, and easily understandable.
Because language is reliant on human construction, its structures are invariably
tied to human judgment and value assignment. Since humanism values reason and
rationality over complexity, chaos, and diversity, just as identity has become privileged
over difference, categories were compared to one another and through this comparison
became subject to the ascription of ordered value. As a result, hierarchies of meaning
were established and the categories began to be defined in binary structures following the
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pattern of A/Not-A, with A being privileged over Not-A: male/female,
masculine/feminine, majority/minority, mind/body, matter/spirit,
heterosexual/homosexual, young/old, well/ill, rational/emotional, true/false, etc.
(Sedgwick, 2008). These binary systems not only reflected the “arbitrary” formation of
identity, but also came to represent the value-laden relationships between identities that
they implied. On the first side of the binary existed the preferred, or privileged, while on
the other side, by comparison, existed the not preferred, or ‘othered.’
Since language is the primary tool with which we make meaning of the world, all
of our behaviors and experiences, our labels of them, and our language about them are
reflected by, but also reflect, these binary systems. When we limit the language with
which we understand the world (through simplified binary structures), we also limit the
possibilities of what may be considered ‘Truth.’ Humanist notions of Truth will always
be restricted to the categories identified through these language binaries and biased
toward the privileged side of the binary. By discussing and viewing the world in these
restrictive terms as if they were undeniable ‘Truths,’ our culture repeatedly legitimizes
these binary systems as if they are inherent or unchangeable—one belongs on the correct,
privileged, or superior side, and one exists as its perceived opposite, or ‘other.’ Logically
then, the side that is ‘othered,’ is by its very nature wrong, oppressed, or inferior
(Foucault, 1978; Sedgwick, 2008). Through this construction and adherence to these
binary systems, language and meaning become inherently powerful—they can shape
what is valid and what is not, what is right and what is wrong, what is ‘True’ or false.
Post-structuralism. Humanist notions of ‘Truth’ and the subsequent attempts to
discover this ‘Truth’ seemed to result in more and more value- and power-laden notions
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of ‘Truth.’ In response, around the 1960s, alongside the civil rights movements in the
United States, questions about the very structures that underlined humanism and
Rationalism surfaced. In particular, subjectivism marked an epistemological shift in
which the claims of a universal and objective ‘Truth’ were dismissed in favor of the
recognition that truth could really only be understood through the lens of human
experience (e.g., language) and that those linguistic structures that seemed so stable and
fixed within humanism were instead arbitrary and contingent. Thus, meaning and
therefore knowledge must be subjective. Through subjectivism, since meaning is
constituted in subjective experience, reality is also seen as socially constructed. Further,
because reality is subject to the diversity of human experience, truths must also be
diverse and multiple.
Grounded in these subjectivist notions, post-structuralist theory developed in the
1960s post-, or in reaction to humanism (St. Pierre, 2000). It criticized humanist attempts
to define and categorize our world into discrete, rational, binaries. Post-structuralism
claimed that this view was limiting and oppressive to those who experience or
demonstrate deviations from what was labeled privileged or ‘True’, and therefore it
sought to expand discussions and understandings of truth in order to make room for the
diversity and complexity that exists, or might potentially exist, in the world.
Post-structuralism suggested that there are multiple truths, and that these truths
are constructed by society and informed by and within cultural meaning or discourse. It
largely focuses on how humanist power relations favor similarity over diversity, majority
over the minority, simplicity over complexity, and stable Truth over contingent truths.
Sedgwick (2008) highlighted this criticism of humanism when she wrote, “The most
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obvious fact about this history of formulations is that it codifies an excruciating system of
double binds, systematically oppressing gay people, identities, and acts by undermining
through contradictory constraints on discourse the grounds of their very being” (p. 70).
Therefore, in order to expose and, more significantly, begin to deconstruct these limited
and harmful cultural understandings, post-structuralism attempts to challenge the
underlying network of meaning and language that constructs and reinforces knowledge in
this way, questioning the very definitions of gender, sexuality, and reality that our culture
has assumed to be ‘True.’
Discourse. Since Post-structuralism’s focus is on exploring the ways in which the
language of our culture constructs and is informed by how we view the world, it is
important to have a framework with which to understand these lingual systems in our
culture. Discourse is society’s collected beliefs, values, norms, and rules about given
topics (which are otherwise ambiguous) communicated through verbal and nonverbal
discussion that is repeated to the point in which its messages are assumed to be ‘True’
and taken for granted (Butler, 2008). Today much of our dominant discourses are caught
within those ideologies reinforced within humanism and created through power relations.
Like ‘Truth’ within Humanism, discourse has been repeated until it has taken on the
status of the one possible reality, and is therefore unquestionable, stable, and therefore
privileged, or ideal. Discourse tells a story about what is expected and what will happen
when those expectations are or are not met. This story, or ‘grand narrative’ as Butler
(2008) terms it, is scripted and shaped by our laws as well as our social and religious
rules. It provides us with guidelines for thoughts, behavior, and even values if we
subscribe to it. Therefore, according to post-structural thought, since meaning ascribed
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by society is embedded in us, we are always already constituted within discourse (Butler,
2008).
Power. If we are always already constituted within discourse, then we must also
always already be constituted within power for discourses are both the cause and effect of
power relations. Such discourse maintains power and structure because beyond dictating
what is deemed ‘right’ or ‘acceptable,’ they also provide us with safety from the
ambiguity of not knowing whether we are real, valued, or belong, an invaluable
ascription to meaning in a life which otherwise comes with no certainty (Foucault, 1978).
Conforming to and performing, or behaving, within the parameters of the dominant
discourse is desirous because it affords us acceptance within society and the privileges
that come along with that membership (Butler, 2008). Therefore, as long as we live our
lives within the boundaries of the prescribed social, cultural, religious discourse in which
we are constituted, we are rewarded with knowing that we are worthwhile—on the
‘correct’ side of the binary and not the ‘other.’ By wholeheartedly accepting the grand
narrative as the one universally ‘right’ way of existing or relating to the world, we are
ultimately deemed legitimate, meaningful, and also protected from fear of the unknown.
While we are all on some level subject to this pervasive dominant discourse, at
the same time these grand narratives are not a fixed reality. Foucault (1977) reminds us
that where there is power there is also resistance, and so there always exists the
possibility to construct another truth or counter narrative. Power itself, for instance, is
not something that is real, to be possessed by one party who has authority over another.
Instead, it is a relationship—a discursive activity that exists when both parts of a binary
system interact in congruence with their culturally defined or expected roles,
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simultaneously confirming their positions in the dynamic, and thus affirming the
existence (or illusion) of ‘power’ (Foucault, 1978). The responsibility of maintaining
certain power dynamics then lies within each side of the binary, disciplinarian and subject.
Therefore, the very existence of the discursive power is reliant upon this reflexive process
to substantiate its presence as the reality of the power dynamic. In other words, power is
found only when the authority oppresses and the oppressed resist (Foucault, 1978). So,
within this understanding, although it is certainly not the path of least resistance,
opposition to the grand narratives or dominant discourses does exist.
Post-structural resistance in this sense is not then an adversarial struggle on behalf
of those ‘othered’ against those on the privileged side of the binary, thereby only
reinforcing existence of the binary. Rather, post-structuralism posits that since power and
discourse are both constituted in the social construction of reality and are susceptible to
change, on both individual and societal levels there are always multiple ways of reconstructing and re-construing power and meaning. In particular, rather than view
resistance in more critical/empancipatory notions of mass revolution, post-structuralism
instead views resistances as being partial, local, and contingent acts of “doing things
differently” within our own constituted realities (Racjhman, 1985). Therefore, through
even small acts of troubling, or challenging, the discourse itself by examining the
messages that strengthen it and the counter-messages that threaten it, one can begin to
deconstruct the discursive power dynamics that have kept the oppressed on the margins
(Butler, 2008). Post-structural thinkers recognize that any dominant discourse, while it
appears to be pervasive and uncontestable, is instead just one of many possibilities
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because discourse is always already socially constructed and therefore can be subverted
through social reconstruction (Butler, 2008; Foucault, 1978).
Queer theory. In the spirit of subtle resistance through troubling discourse, queer
theory similarly is committed to gradually unraveling the discourse that keeps the less
privileged side of the binary on the margins. Rooted in post-structuralism, queer theory
largely came about when Judith Butler began to explore the discourse around gender and
sexuality. Grounded in Butler’s desire to trouble, or challenge the stable identity
positions often claimed around gender and sexuality, queer theory attempts to examine
socio-cultural discourses, specifically how and why so many aspects of society are
sexualized and reliant upon the heterosexual/homosexual binary. While queer theory has
traditionally focused on the understanding of sexual minority identities, it also attempts to
disrupt any and all conceptions of identity that ignore or stifle the complexity of
experience. It aims to question the existence of these labels altogether and the processes
that put them in place and uphold them (Gamson, 2003). While, like most other postmodern theories, queer theory is still influenced by the humanist concerns of resisting
injustice, a major difference that separates it from Feminism and Gay and Lesbian
theories is the approach each takes toward emancipation.
Feminism and Gay and Lesbian theories are rooted in humanist notions of mass
resistance and therefore, rather than attempt to dismantle binary structures, they often
instead try to equalize them. However, through a post-structural or queer lens, any
attempt to simply equalize binaries or resistance against the privileged or powerful side
of the binary simultaneously reinforces the very existence of binary systems from which
women as a collective, (or gays and/or lesbians) needed to be emancipated (Butler, 2008).
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In other words, the objectives of feminist, gay and lesbian studies on some level required
that in order for progress to be made, women or lesbians—or a stable group with like
characteristics or interests—had to unite and fight against the oppression to which they
were subjected. Queer theory on the other hand troubled this approach of using ‘women’
as the subject of representational politics, and the assumption that people could inherently
‘be something’ (such as women); as if there were a category that could fully encompass
‘womanhood,’ or a discourse dictating what was ‘feminine’ or ‘lesbian’ (Butler, 2008).
Butler argued that while on some level it may seem necessary to categorically define a
group in order to accrue its power to appeal to and obtain representation within a political
system, this deference to a gendered system, she suggested, is limiting and even
counterproductive to emancipation, as it leaves women vulnerable to the control,
regulation, and “protection” that political systems impose upon their ‘subjects.’
This tendency of both feminism and the gay and lesbian tradition was problematic
for Butler (2008) and therefore contributed to the formation of queer theory. As
mentioned above, post-structuralism suggests that it is a more discreet resistance through
the deconstruction of local, partial truths and not massive revolution that contributes to
the challenging and eventual breakdown of dominant discourse. So, while feminist and
gay and lesbian theories attempted to flip power dynamics upside down in order to
equalize the gender and sexual orientation gaps, Queer theory embraced a change in
focus from these humanist centered goals to the more post-structural goals of gentle
pushes toward deconstruction (St. Pierre, 2000).
Subjectivity. Queer theory’s rejection of the idea of a unified identity fighting for
representation was highly influenced by Foucauldian ideas. For Foucault, the humanist
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concept of identity was altogether problematic. He (1978) argued that rather than
embody a stable fundamental nature, such as woman or lesbian, individuals instead by
enacting and re-enacting the norm behaviors (dictated by discourse and reinforced
through discipline), begin to resemble static collections of traits. Individuals, therefore,
are caught in a reflexive process through which they are subjected to dominant discourse,
perform within this discourse, reinforce the discourse, and are subjected to it all over
again. This means realities and environments mutually and continuously impact and
construct one another until they represent the appearance of identity, or static selves in an
unchangeable world (Foucault, 1978). So, in accordance with a subjectivist worldview
and building from Foucauldian notions, queer theorists approach notions of identity, or
rather ‘subjectivity,’ with the expectation of multiplicity as well as fluidity rather than
being stable, consistent, and universally meaningful (Butler, 2008). In other words,
individuals’ subjectivities, experiences, and beliefs, while certainly ‘real’ and
‘meaningful,’ are not necessarily the only way to understand reality, nor are they
necessarily invariable. This means that as opposed to humanist-centered efforts to
identify, simplify, and categorize meaning, queer theory embraces a flexibility and
openness to the diversity, complexity, and chaos that characterize human experience.
Therefore, through a queer lens, individuals’ experiences will not be dictated by their
positions within a discursive power binary. As St. Pierre pointed out, “once differences
are erased by identity, people can be more easily slotted into a hierarchy or grid and then
manipulated, dismissed, or oppressed” (p. 480). Considering this, rather than focus on
the need of a stable identity in aims to emancipate ‘itself’ through political representation,
queer theory attempts to alter power relations by understanding how individual stories
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challenge the discourse around gender, sex and sexual orientation, question how it came
into being, and therefore how it can be dismantled or recreated.
Troubling the notions of sex, gender, body, and other societal assumptions of
normativity makes space for the fluid selves and diverse experiences that would not
otherwise be acknowledged when knowledge is restricted to the categorical binaries of
male/female, masculine/feminine, heterosexual/homosexual, gay/lesbian, etc.
Queer theory holds that descriptions of subjects are real, but that they are socially
constructed; and even attempts to critique, question, or emancipate subjectivities (such as
feminism) cannot exist consistently, or outside the social context. Subjectivities, even
when resistant, are not core, but merely performative, or subject to the consequences
outlined within the culturally prescribed discourse. While subjectivities are ‘subject’ to
discourse, seeing them in this new light, they are also able to reject the popular binary
discourse. This flexibility enables us to question things and subscribe to viewing
constructs such as gender and sexual orientation as free to roam on continuums of
meaning (Butler, 2008). Through constant questioning, even newer possibilities
regarding how gender and sexual orientation are constructed can always then be explored
through queries such as, ‘how are these spectrums interrelated, if at all?’ In other words,
if we don’t accept stable subject positions such as ‘woman’, ‘gay’, and ‘lesbian’, what
else can we be? How can we “do gender or sexuality” differently? We must however
begin with a discussion about how these concepts are currently constructed and
understood.
Gender. When looking at gender, queer theory would question the traditional
hierarchy of man versus women and attempt to expand this spectrum. It would go further
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even to uncover the historical and contextual influences that built the male/female binary
in the first place and in essence, label it as a ‘fantasy,’ or existing merely in our
unconscious minds. As it stands, to be a person, one must be a male or female person.
Regardless of actual biological sex, people are intelligible through conforming to the
rules of gender and are unintelligible if they violate the ‘naturalness’ of gender (Butler,
2008; Sedgwick, 2008). Queer theory attempts to unravel such assumptions of discourse,
through queering, or asking questions such as, ‘how is this naturalness of gender
produced?’ Similar to Foucault’s ideas of subjectivity, Butler (2008) theorized that rather
than actually being a ‘natural’ state, gender can be seen as “the repeated stylization of the
body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time
to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (p. 44). Therefore, for
Butler and queer theory, notions of gender and sex are not ‘innate’ and are only
illuminated when constructed via repetition, or the enactment and re-enactment of
appropriate behaviors.
Sexuality. Similar to gender, queer theory suggests that all sexualized behaviors
or subjectivities are socially constructed (both hetero-normative or non-normative). They
are signifiers with social meaning, which are played out and repeated, re-signified and
their performances are compulsory, with prescribed consequences constituted in
discourse. For example, regarding sexual orientation, in terms of the current discourse
around same-sex or opposite-sex attraction, Sedgwick (2008) described that while the
discussion of homosexuality was not new to modern society,
what was new at the turn of the century was the world-mapping by which every
given person, just as he or she was necessarily assignable to a male or female
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gender, was now considered necessarily assignable as well to a homo- or a heterosexuality, a binarized identity that was full of implications, however confusing,
for even the ostensibly least sexual aspects of personal existence. (p. 2)
This brings to awareness the reality that in our specific sociocultural place in history,
discourse positions all of us in categories according not only to gender, but now sexuality
as well; and, that this classification is dependent on the categories of homosexual and
heterosexual. Not only is this oversimplification a far cry from the reality and diversity
of human experience of sexuality, it overshadows all other subjectivities and realities that
exist relevant to personhood, and further marginalizes those presumed to be positioned on
the less privileged side of the binary. Beginning to understand gender and sexuality as
cultural constructions, queer theory proposes that gender and sexuality are also
constituted in power relations and discourse. Butler (1996) asked:
Is it not possible that lesbian sexuality is a process that reinscribes the power
domains that it resists, that it is constituted in part from the very heterosexual
matrix that it seeks to displace, and that its specificity is to be established, not
outside or beyond that reinscription or reiteration, but in the very modality and
effects of that reinscription. In other words, the negative constructions of
lesbianism as a fake or bad copy can be occupied and reworked to call into
question the claims of heterosexual priority. (p. 375)
Therefore, if sexuality and gender are subject to repetition and reinforcement of the
sexualized binary, then they too must be tenable, and have the ability to change
inscription. That is, if the lesbian identity rests upon the notion of the existence of
heterosexual, then that heterosexual notion requires, or is contingent upon the
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construction of ‘lesbian’. Such contingence then makes room for new understandings
and ways of being unconstrained by the dominant discourse.
In efforts to expand understandings regarding sexual orientation, particularly as
they pertain to aging, spirituality, and end of life issues, it is important to explore the
discourse surrounding these topics so that we can consider how to “do those discourses
differently” as acts of post-structural resistance. Therefore, the following section will
explore some existing dominant messages that pervade our culture, particularly with
consideration for individuals whose diversity may have gotten lost in the simplification of
humanist conceptions of these notions.
It is important to re-examine the messages that have become pervasive in our
culture because making small fractures in the structure of this dominant dialogue can
create room for the stories that are otherwise left out, simplified, or misunderstood. More
specifically, using the macro lens of post-structural and queer theories, one may begin to
see the limitations and inconsistencies evident in existing knowledge and research as a
product of the restrictive humanist lens through which older adulthood, sexuality, and
spirituality are all categorized and constrained. Considering this, the following section
will first ‘queer,’ or explore some aspects of our current cultural lens through which we
see aging, religion, and sexuality. Then, keeping the dominant discourse in mind, I will
review existing theory and literature regarding aging and spirituality relevant to LBQ
individuals nearing end of life.
Queering grand narratives. When applying a post-structural queer theoretical
lens to today’s messages about what is socially acceptable regarding sexuality,
spirituality, aging, living, and dying, one may begin to see ways in which they create
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privilege for some and oppression for others. The current dominant discourse in this
country does not make room for sexual minority populations or older adults in many
ways, which further contributes to the stigmatization of these people. For example,
LGBQ-identified aging individuals who do not fit into these dominant life stories often
can feel limited by dominant “narratives” or discourses regarding sexuality and sexual
orientation, aging, and spirituality. When considering how heteronormativity is expected
by dominant discourse, for example, heterosexism is rampant as we are surrounded by
images of heterosexual couples and sex in the media. Some of the messages that
perpetuate this restrictive discourse may be, “Old people don’t have sex,” “There were no
gay people in the 1920s,” “Gay people go to hell when they die.” We are expected to
date, marry, and procreate with the opposite sex from childhood, and are only provided
certain civil rights and support if we fit the ideal of a coupled heterosexual person
(Foucault, 1978; Sedgwick, 2008).
When considering how religious dominant discourses impact LGBQ individuals
we see much of the discourse around sexuality, and what type of person and what type of
relationship may be legitimated and/or recognized, are highly influenced by the religious
climate of our time. The vast majority of people in the United States identifies as
religious, or at least spiritual, and there subsequently exists a set of religious ideals or
norms (Schlosser, 2003; Worthington, 1989). This is especially true in the South,
particularly in the ‘Bible Belt’ where there is an even higher concentration of
conservative Christian religious beliefs than in other parts of the country. This
overarching Christian discourse often includes the values of heterosexual marriage and
the rearing of children over single or same-sex households, but also dictates standards of
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morality and power relations between humans and God: ‘one must accept, or even fear
God to live a worthwhile life and afterlife’ (Browne et al., 2010). When it comes to death,
the prevailing response is often “God took her home,” “He is in a better place,” or “It
was her time.” The standard protocol in the United States is that funerals are ritualistic,
quiet, and controlled, often occurring in a church or if at a funeral home, and including
prayers and hymns as a declaration of certain faith. This results in an approach to
bereavement that is often impersonal, emotionally inexpressive, and spiritually limiting
(deVries, 1999).
Looking at discourses of aging we see instructions all around us to defy and deny
‘age’, as if it is something we can slow, or avoid altogether, and the more we buy into
these dominant messages, enact them, and reinforce them throughout our lifetimes, the
more ingrained they become until they are considered to be true or unquestionable
(Foucault, 1978). When we turn on the television in the US, inevitably we will be
exposed to commercials telling us to purchase ‘age-defying’ products that will make us
look younger, and therefore more beautiful. Dominant discourse excludes older adults,
particularly older women, (or at the very least the fact that they are getting older),
because they remind us of the stage of life we want to avoid at all costs. This avoidance
has resulted in Americans having collectively spent over 70 billion dollars on anti-aging
cosmetic products, medicines, and procedures such as elective Botox injections or
invasive and dangerous surgeries to ‘reduce aging’ (“Antiaging products and services,”
2005). Older individuals are rarely represented in the media because the assumption is
no one wants to see people who are unattractive, inactive, and therefore irrelevant. Even
though 13% of our own population is considered to be older, or 65 and older, the message
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from the majority is, ‘they are nothing like us, why would we want to see them?’ (“2010
Census Shows Nation's Population is Aging,” 2011). This is especially the case when it
comes to sexuality. When progressive shows have taken the risk of presenting a counterdiscourse, such as when Tell Me You Love Me on HBO depicted the sex-life of an older
couple, it was seen as highly controversial and inappropriate due to their ages, when
comparable scenes featuring younger individuals are commonplace in television. The
overarching message was, ‘no one wanted to see that.’ On the one hand, it is important
dominant culture categorizes aging individuals as disengaging and deteriorating,
incapable of the types of human interaction that make us feel active and alive (e.g.,
exercise, sex). On the other hand, when they are seen as active, lively, and engaging,
they are avoided perhaps because this truth is too close for comfort. If older people are
capable of the same activities and lifestyle, then they threaten the discourse that makes
the rest of us feel young, beautiful, and superior. Either way, older adults are different
and separate from us, and they must remain that way. The messages that we hear and are
subject to all our lives emerge from and contribute to the denial of aging and the end of
life, and arguably death avoidance in our culture such that we are compelled to ignore or
diminish those who are actually aging ‘successfully’ or ‘unsuccessfully’ for fear that we
are reminded of the reality that aging and death are inevitable.
As we can see, particularly when issues are ambiguous and unpredictable, and
therefore confusing, perhaps even scary (as arguably the case with the topics of
spirituality, aging, sexuality, and death) our society has tended to find comforts in this
humanist centered approach to simplification and categorization. For instance, rigid
political and religious belief systems, stereotyping, and assumptions simplify
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understandings and provide safety from the fear of the unknown by allowing people to
expect the expected. The problem with these dominant discourses is that while they
provide safety for some, others’ subjectivities and experiences cannot fit into the
categories of identity embraced and privileged by dominant culture. This results in a
systematic invalidation and disenfranchisement of these individuals’ sexualities and
relationships, spiritualities and beliefs, grief and emotional expression.
While it can be disheartening to realize the tendency of our culture and ourselves
to contribute to the limitation and exclusion of others’ and even our own experiences, the
good news however about the language and understandings of meaning of our society is
that since we constructed it, we have the power to deconstruct and rework it—it is
tentative and flexible to open up to new realities (Butler, 2008). For instance, aging
individuals who were dissatisfied with the scripts of disenfranchisement and deterioration
rewrote the book of aging, making way for current dialectical models; lesbians who
would not embrace religious rejection and social isolation carved out spiritual paths,
created religious communities, and formed chosen families (Browne et al., 2010).
Considering these trends in discourse and the ability to trouble current
understandings, I will review the current scholarly literature. Using a post-structural
queer perspective presents a challenge when looking at current theories and research on
aging, LGBQ, and spirituality since much of the literature is grounded in humanist
notions of Truth and identity. However, applying this critical lens does not mean that the
existing research is not worthwhile, or not representations of truths or realities; therefore,
while many of the theories and studies presented below are not within a post-structural
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vein, they still are useful and illuminate discourses currently present in our cultural
understandings.
Literature Review
Aging and end of life issues. As the baby boomer generation reaches older
adulthood and our population’s mean age rises there has been a substantial increase in
interest and attention to issues in late life (Achenbaum, 2009; McGuire et al., 1999;
Tornstam, 2005). A cohort that came of age witnessing and perhaps participating in the
civil liberties movements of the mid-to-late last century is now at a point in which its own
rights are at risk of being marginalized and their needs being ignored; a reality that has
resulted in an outcry of political activism and voluminous research. With this deluge of
new information about late life, pre-existing models related to aging and end-of-life
issues spanning from lifetime developmental models such as Erik Erikson’s psychosocial
stages of development to Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’s stages of grief seemingly miss the
mark when it comes to the actual and diverse experiences of older adulthood.
Interestingly, this gap became evident in part as a result of these prolific ‘aging
researchers,’ themselves becoming ‘aging persons.’ For instance, Joan Erikson
influenced by her own experiences through older adulthood and caretaking for her
husband, made a case for the expansion of Erikson’s conceptualization of old age. The
ninth stage of development she argued would follow the eighth (and previously final)
stage, which is the resolution of ego-integrity versus despair resulting in wisdom. The
ninth stage would broaden this perspective of late life by acknowledging the practical
challenges and current distress that one reaches in older age. The successful resolution of
this additional last stage then would result in not just a worldly wisdom, but rather in a
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more transcendent view of existence, less concerned with the immediate and tangible, but
with the cosmic and philosophical (Brown & Lowis, 2003).
Similarly, Kubler-Ross in a series of interviews aired on National Public Radio
(July 6, 2004) pertaining to her work in the sixties outlining the stages of grief, described,
“there is no right way to die…dying with dignity means dying within one’s character,”
critiquing the inferences resulting from her groundbreaking and influential book, “On
Death and Dying,” that there are universal and somewhat predictable stages experienced
when facing one’s own mortality. Growing older she recognized rather that each person
has a different and distinct character, and that aging and grieving processes are as diverse
as the people who experience them (Kubler-Ross, 1969). She, in her own older age
became increasingly impatient with her physical body in the natural world and fascinated
with spirituality and life after death—wittingly proclaiming that although she “wishes she
danced more in this life, she cannot wait to dance among the galaxies!” These examples
represent that although the contributions of these theories of lifespan development and
death and dying are innumerable in terms of us understanding and predicting ‘normal’
expectations of aging, as well as instigating a dialogue on death in a death-denying
culture enabling exploration, understanding, and better meeting the needs of the dying
though initiatives like hospice and palliative care, they still do not quite encapsulate what
it means to age and to die. Noteworthy is both the expanded yet intimately personal
perspectives described seem to have in common spiritual components as well as
complexity.
Disengagement vs. successful aging. Thanks also to the significant contributions
of these theorists, with the addition of the discussion around aging and dying to societal

47

discourse, several other theories of aging surfaced. Until late last century, assumptions
about aging consisted of stereotypes of misery, loneliness, and disengagement, or a
withdrawal from all realms of life—physical, professional, and personal (Achenbaum,
2009; McGuire et al., 1999; Rowe, 1997; Tornstam, 2005). Gerontologists Elaine
Cumming and William Henry proposed the Disengagement Theory of aging in the early
sixties, describing that older adults universally, and regardless of their socio-cultural
surroundings, become detached from society, the social systems of which they were part,
and the roles that they previously held (Achenbaum, 2009). This assumption, that as
adults aged they gradually lost connection with the roles with which they were engaged
in earlier stages of life, was marginalizing because it set up societal expectations that did
not take into account the varying desires or abilities of diverse individuals as they aged.
The discourse became such that when older adults reached a certain age, they should
retire, socially isolate, and give up ‘age-inappropriate’ behaviors such as physical activity
and romantic expression altogether.
In the past thirty years however, there has been a discourse around the idea of
‘successful aging,’ a perspective through which growth, generativity, and activity
replaced these outdated and limiting notions that reaching the age of sixty-five signified
the onset of frailty and inevitable decline (Rowe, 1997). In response to the theory of
disengagement, in part criticizing that it ignored both individual and contextual factors
and in large part rejecting its blanket claim that all adults withdraw from social and career
endeavors, Activity Theory suggested that maintaining connections and staying active
was actually important to older adults’ health, satisfaction, and meaning in their lives
(Achenbaum, 2009). Continuity Theory, proposed by Robert Atchley, built on these
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activity theories positing that while it is important to remain an active participant in one’s
life, older adults also face realistic challenges to their health, finances, and social
networks that make it difficult to carry on ‘life as usual.’ Older adults were able to age
successfully to the extent that they could adapt to their environments and the changes in
their lives in order to stay active on some personally meaningful level. Similarly, Baltes
and Baltes (1990) outlined that successful aging resulted from one’s ability to selectively
optimize and compensate for losses in functions in late life. In direct contradiction to
disengagement theories and also influenced by Activity Theory, theories of Successful
Aging viewed aging in a more positive light, acknowledging that aging is not simply a
process of decline. In addition to promoting the ideas of staying socially and physically
active, these theories went further by highlighting the adaptive abilities and resilience of
older adults. Successful Aging recognized older adults as being equipped with a lifetime
of wisdom and learning and ready to take on the new possibilities of late life
(Achenbaum, 2009; McGuire et al., 1999; Rowe, 1997).
Rowe and Kahn’s (1997) theory of Successful Aging was important because it
diverged from the idea that aging was marked by inevitable and natural decline,
suggesting that as far as older adults could avoid disability and maintain high
functionality, they could remain socially connected and productive, and thus actively
engaged with life. This theory was aimed at providing a framework for bringing
understanding and plausible interventions to the general aging population that was often
in need of services, but left out consideration for highly impaired older individuals.
Therefore, the ‘successful aging’ approach to understanding aging (including Activity,
Continuity, and Successful Aging theories) with its focus on strengths, does little to help
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us understand both the positive aspects and the existing challenges of aging such as
coping with health problems, cognitive decline, and social and financial stressors.
Therefore, these polarizing ways of conceptualizing aging as either complete
deterioration, such as Disengagement Theory, or overwhelming success, such as
Successful Aging, can both be dehumanizing because they fail to provide a thorough
picture of a complex process.
Existing models of aging had failed to accurately capture the dynamic and
complex experience of aging and as a result, the foundation of our recent
conceptualization of aging in this country was therefore established on the dichotomy of
vulnerability and disadvantage versus autonomy and success (Achenbaum, 2009).
Because of this, ultimately many aging researchers (similar to Erikson and Kubler-Ross’s
discovery in late life) rejected the assumptions that growing older meant ‘disengagement’
or embracing autonomy equaled ‘successful aging.’ In response and in an attempt to
illuminate the complexity of the aging process, holistic and dialectical approaches called
for the dismantling of these rigid and reductionist understandings of what it meant to be
old.
Dialectical theories of aging offered a more holistic approach recognizing that as
we age there is often an interconnectedness among personal, interpersonal, and societal
factors that result in challenges and feats throughout late life (Rowe, 1997). These
approaches recognized the diversity of aging individuals, the societal problems of
institutional and social discrimination and ageism, and the overlapping and contradicting
realities of older adults’ lives (Achenbaum, 2009). Dialectical theories were informed by
biopsychosocial and feminist approaches as well as critical gerontology, and are
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characterized by their efforts to broaden the societal image of aging to view the ‘whole
person,’ hear the voices of ‘all persons,’ and question previous interpretation and
presumptions related to aging. However, while these approaches prove as promising
attempts at increasing the comprehensiveness and inclusiveness of aging theory through a
more critical lens, they are currently not well-defined (Rowe, 1997).
Navigating concerns and barriers. Whether the ideal is avoiding disease and
retirement altogether, adapting to changes in our bodies and our environments, or perhaps
something in between, there are diverse consequences to facing the positive and negative
realities of the aging process. As we age we must deal with limitations of aging such as
enduring personal and interpersonal losses. We also must negotiate transitioning roles
and selves. When models of aging ignore the complexity of aging processes, they deny
older individuals choice and recognition; they are reduced to either denying or
succumbing to the limitations of old age and are seen as one or the other.
Spirituality and older adulthood. Often included in the diverse developmental
theories of aging is a spiritual element of approaching older adulthood and end of life
(Cohen & Koenig, 2003; Fowler, 2001). Much research has discussed the importance
attributed to spirituality by older adults, within and apart from the scope of religious
beliefs (Atchley, 2008; Cohen & Koenig, 2003; Koenig, 2006; Lavretsky, 2011).
Atchley (2008) discussed the relationship between spirituality and meaning in life,
specifically how engaging in a developmental spiritual journey, perceiving and
classifying experiences and beliefs about aging through concepts and language about the
sacred can contribute to contentment and understanding in late life, often also
characterized by discomfort and struggle. Atchley (2008) described older adults tend to
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have an increased interest in spiritual questions, especially after the age of 70, which
impacts their understandings of themselves and the world, and most certainly their aging
process, and that “the more rigid and intricate a person’s expectations concerning the link
between spiritual beliefs and specific outcomes, the greater the potential for suffering and
disillusionment” (pp. 15-16).
Aging as LGBQ. Questioning one’s understandings of self and the world is
nothing new to LGBQ people who have learned to be resilient and flexible in the face of
decades of intolerance. One study conducted qualitative interviews with 18 gay and
lesbian older adults on the topics of social life, connectedness with LGB community,
family, love relationships, coming out, sex life, intergenerational attitudes, discrimination,
and growing older in efforts to capture a better portrait of what the aging process was like
for these participants (Berger, 1984). They then identified and discussed emerging
categories from the participants’ responses. Participants in Berger’s study described their
coming out processes as lengthy and complex, often involving self-doubt and ending in
self-acceptance, and highly significant or important to their lives and aging processes.
While ‘coming out’ was seen as an important part of this process of self-acceptance, only
38% of a sample of 416 LGB people reported being out to more than three quarters of
their acquaintances. Other themes that Berger (1984) identified that were seen as being
essential to successful aging were adaptability to change and acceptance of oneself and
the limitations that come with aging, self-awareness and transcending from one’s sense of
personal concerns to a greater sense of being, and establishing a sense of security.
Thompson (2006) described that LGB individuals often attributed “coming out” as more
related to self-awareness, self-acceptance, and meaning in life than gay pride, and was
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seen as more a contributor to what they perceived as aging successfully than was finding
a partner, which was also important. The participants in Berger’s 1984 study also
described some of the difficult aspects of aging as being the realization that lost time
cannot be recovered, health concerns and loss of senses and energy, as well as financial
concerns. Some of the rewards they discussed were having made mistakes and learned
from them, being able to reminisce and impart wisdom onto others, as well as more selfunderstanding and confidence, with less restrictions based on worry of what others’ think.
Late life for LBQ women. It has been suggested that lesbian and bisexual women
have unique social and healthcare needs when facing late life (Almack et al., 2010;
Heaphy, 2007). In a recent review of the literature a content analysis identified several
themes as relevant to the lives of older lesbians: health and healthcare, community,
discrimination, identity, growing older, and social services (Averett & Jenkins, 2012).
They discussed barriers to healthcare (formal and informal caretaking), the importance of
community (especially GLBT connections) as well as self-reliance, and experiences of
discrimination and oppression (often leading to resilience). They also touched on the
complexity of multiple identities for many older lesbians, such as “woman,” and “lesbian,”
for which there is a framework of understanding through the women’s and LGBT
movements, but a missing piece for the identity, “old.” With regard to growing older,
Averett and Jenkins (2012) reported that older lesbians had financial concerns and
worries about losing control, and sometimes experienced loneliness and isolation.
Claassen (2005) specifically explored the lives of lesbian-identified older women
in the South. Using mixed-methods she surveyed and interviewed 44 women between
North Carolina and Florida over the span of four years, 15 of whom were between the
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ages of 65 and 72 when the study began, and 29 of whom were over the age of 70. She
found that overall, these lesbians’ experiences of older adulthood, specifically retirement,
were similar to those of gay men, as well as heterosexual people documented in the
literature. They more often than not had planned for the financial and healthcare needs
associated with retirement and were able to retire around age 60. Medical problems
affected about 40% of the older cohort only, and they reported during retirement most
commonly engaging in reading and socializing. The women in this study were upper and
middle-class, majority college-educated, and had been able to relocate to Florida or the
South for the privileges of being near a lover, relatives, or friends—most were also part
of an area-wide LGB community (Claassen, 2005).
Social aspects. Recognizing the normalcy and importance of intimate
connections with partners and friends, Grossman, D’Augelli, and Hershberger (2000)
suggested that social networks were integral in providing LGB people with support
during older adulthood. Close friendships led to greater mental and physical wellbeing
and less loneliness regardless of friends’ sexual orientation, but were particularly
satisfying when the friends were aware of the LGB individuals’ sexual identities
(Grossman et al., 2000). Whereas society might assume that older gay and lesbian people
are lonely and isolated, the majority of older LGB people reported they were either in a
long-term relationship or were not lonely, and seemed to experience the social aspects of
aging in much the same way the heterosexual population did, despite that they were less
likely to be married or have children (Blando, 2003; Berger, 1984). Other researchers
have described that although lesbians might rely more on their intimate partners and
circle of friends than did gay men, friendship and finding social support for coping with
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the aging process was essential for gay and lesbian older adults (Blando, 2003; Heaphy,
2007).
A naturalistic qualitative exploratory study that looked at elements of aging
among older lesbians in rural areas found self-reliance was described as important, but
was mediated by interdependence. So, whereas these rural lesbians had to know how to
live largely on their own, it was also important to have friendly relationships with friends
and neighbors surrounding them, which was necessary to facing the challenges of rural
life in general (Comerford, Henson-Stroud, Sionainn, & Wheeler, 2004). This study also
found that social support, including small community groups, churches, family, current
and former partners, and national political organizations had a major impact on the aging
process. Although many participants in Berger’s 1984 study did report having separate
groups of straight and gay friends, most of the participants were highly connected with
family and felt supported whether they had formally ‘come out’ or not, with fewer
recounts of unsupportive parents or former spouses, usually from earlier in life. Berger
(1982) found in a previous study that older gays and lesbians tended to report more
positive adapting to difficulties of aging when they had connections with younger friends.
Some of these participants did not perceive barriers to interacting with younger LGB
people and even preferred them as friends; however, about half of the participants of this
study perceived that negative attitudes toward young LGB individuals were commonly
felt in their peer group.
In a qualitative narrative inquiry, Almack et al. (2010) used focus groups with
LGB older people as part of a larger project to determine older adults’ concerns with endof life issues. They conducted four focus groups in England with 10 men and 5 women,
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most of whom were between the ages of 55 and 84, all of whom were white and British,
and five of whom reported being somewhat to strongly religious. They used narrative
analysis to paint a picture of what same sex couples experienced regarding bereavement
and facing end-of-life care and found themes around issues like adopting networks,
disenfranchisement, societal changes, and fear and isolation. Participants in the Almack
et al. (2010) study discussed a tendency to consider friends as family in order to surround
oneself with a loving network as an alternative when the traditional family did not
provide support. While this was common among the participants and often discussed as a
conscious and beneficial choice, it was also a complex issue for them that sometimes led
to tension among their biological families. Others spoke of witnessing what Almack et al.
termed, “new relational configurations,” (p. 915), or new possibilities for LGBQ
individuals that had either become possible, or within their scope of awareness within
their own lifetimes. Stories about LGBQ individuals living their lives openly as well as
same-sex couples marrying and rearing children for instance, resulted in mixed emotions
for participants who might have been disappointed not to have personally experienced
these developments, to people who were excited and proud about the progress, to still
others wary of the changes.
Loss and isolation. Related to concerns of social support among aging gay
individuals, bereavement and loss of partner issues are also relevant. Whereas, many
older adults are able to adapt to aging and acquire many meaningful connections, the
realities of loss and isolation are still salient parts of older adulthood for many LGB
individuals. One quarter of a LGB sample over 60 years in age used for exploring social
supports reported having lost their main social support to death (Grossman et al., 2000).
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In another study, a sample of 598 gay males who had experienced the death of at least
one and commonly more loved ones exhibited depression, anxiety, and general distress
often accompany grieving (Gluhoski et al., 1997). The psychological symptoms in this
sample were buffered however by resiliency of the participants as well as social supports,
supporting the notions of self-acceptance and reliance, as well as intimacy and
connectedness as important factors to successful aging among LGB individuals.
Almack et al. (2010) found participants also spoke of experiencing
disenfranchisement, or the lack of recognition or exclusion from others when their
relationships were not valued or even acknowledged, which led to considerable distress.
Particularly when making decisions about end-of-life care or experiencing the death of a
partner, some were not permitted to be included in the decision-making or were not
welcome at all, forced to mourn in isolation from the rest of the family. Several
participants in this study also described experiencing losing loved ones, increased social
isolation, discrimination, and ageism, which exacerbated fears of not being taken care of
or treated fairly in old age, or of dying alone. Almack et al. (2010) also reported that
while older adults in general increasingly reside alone, more LGB older adults than their
heterosexual counterparts live on their own, suggesting that while LGB adults clearly do
not seem to be socially reclusive, they still face an increased risk of exclusion and
seclusion in old age.
Psychological aspects. Psychological concerns such as depression, anxiety, and
general distress often accompany older adulthood, particularly when grieving the loss of
loved ones and one’s own life and roles. Berger (1982) outlined several psychological
needs of aging LGB people that have been largely overlooked. Issues that are pervasive
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problems among this population include “passing,” or the tendency to live life hiding, or
trouble negotiating sexual identity presentation, being unsure of how much to disclose to
others in order to avoid isolation and discrimination. Psychological distress and PTSD
have also been correlated with living a lifetime of oppression and managing anti-gay
sentiment as well as living a hidden life, which apply to many aging LGB (Morrow,
2001). Emotional needs such as bereavement counseling, addressing sexual dysfunction
issues, and support groups are often not geared toward or at times even available for LGB
older adults; and when they are provided, they may lack sensitivity, respect, and quality
(Berger, 1982; Knochel, 2010).
D’Augelli, Grossman, Hershberger, and O’Connell (2001) studied specific factors
relating to mental health among aging LGB people. They discovered that in a sample of
416 LGB adults aged 60 to 91, better mental health was related to higher self-esteem and
lower levels of loneliness and internalized homophobia, but that gay men in particular
still reported internalized homophobia, alcohol abuse, and suicidality related to their
sexual orientations. There was less suicidal ideation however among participants who
experienced lower internalized homophobia, less loneliness, and outness, suggesting that
reducing the social stigmatization surrounding older gay individuals, as well as increasing
socialization and opportunities for connections might greatly improve the psychological
health of these individuals.
Discrimination and violence. Getting past stereotypes and increasing social
awareness are only part of the battle to bring acceptance and assistance to this invisible
minority. Many researchers have discussed that older LGB people have endured a
lifetime of stigmatization (Almack et al., 2010; Averett & Jenkins, 2012; Heaphy 2007;
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Knauer, 2011; Morrow, 2001). Morrow (2001) outlined from Pre-Stonewall to the
twenty-first century the anti-gay sentiment and overt violence that existed in the United
States. According to D’Augelli and Grossman (2001), victimization and abuse are
common experiences, with two thirds of their sample of 416 LGB individuals having
experienced verbal abuse, one quarter threatened with violence, and 16% actually
physically attacked. This victimization greatly hinders healthy identity development and
aging, and exacerbates the psychological concerns that are mentioned above, particularly
minority stress, internalized homonegativity and suicidality. On the other hand, Morrow
described that LGB older adults have also been able to exhibit greater competency with
crisis, more flexibility with gender roles, and higher resiliency and independence as a
result of enduring sexual orientation oppression over the course of their lives, which is
important to recognize as it can contribute to a positive aging process.
Berger (1984) outlined institutional problems the aging gay population faces, such
as restrictions on accessibility, consent, and directive processes for non-blood or married
family members or partners, quality of care in hospital and nursing home settings, legal
concerns such as ownership of homes and businesses transferring when a partner dies,
and discrimination from insurance and other companies. Half of the respondents also
described instances of discrimination based on ageism and heterosexism, many
experiencing multiple instances of discrimination from being court-martialed in the army,
to having a judge give custody of children to spouse based on sexual orientation or not
getting jobs due to age (Berger, 1984). Heaphy (2007) described the economic hardships
coupled lesbians may face as two gender-marginalized workers in the workforce that
favors males. In addition, LGB options for work in general are limited due to the fewer
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areas of employment in which they will be accepted, and in often lower paying realms
with poorer retirement benefits. De Vries (2007) discussed the negative effects that the
lack of marriage rights has on LGB couplehood and overall wellbeing.
Comerford et al.’s (2004) qualitative study of rural lesbians identified living in a
state that held positive and supportive LGB attitudes and laws added to their sense of
safety, happiness, and positive aging. Since LGB older adults do not receive the same
rights as straight individuals they can experience both direct barriers to income support
programs such as pension and social security, housing options such as subsidized housing
and senior living developments, and access to healthcare options such as long-term care
insurance and prescription drug coverage. These direct injustices are exacerbated by the
stress that accompanies the homophobia and heterosexism that upholds these policy
discrepancies (Cahill & South, 2003).
Religion and spirituality. Although religious institutions have been another
source of intolerance and discrimination for this population, many LGBQ people have
grown up in religious homes and continue to live in religious environments and consider
spirituality an important part of their lives. They often struggle with belief systems that
might not make room for their sexual identities (Claassen, 2005; Kubicek et al., 2010;
Levy & Reeves, 2011). In the face of this discrepancy and rejection, many LGBQidentified individuals abandon the religions to which their families or communities
subscribe. Many denounce religion completely, and many adopt religious communities
or personal spiritualities that do not contradict their sexualities (Kubicek et al., 2010;
Levy & Reeves, 2011). Kubicek et al. (2010) conducted a mixed methods study looking
at 526 young men in Los Angeles over the span of two years. They described ways in
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which participants had internalized negative messages from religion and struggled with
shame, their sexual identities, and self-acceptance. The majority of participants over
their lifespans changed their religious beliefs, often reformulating these negative religious
messages in order to integrate them into a more positive belief system. While nearly half
of this sample still ultimately rejected religion, those who did not ascribed to a more
personal relationship with an open, accepting, and nonjudgmental spiritual entity
(Kubicek, et al., 2010).
Levy and Reeves (2011) also looked at young people who were exposed to
Christianity and encountered the subsequent tension of incompatible spiritual and sexual
identities. Levy and Reeves, viewing religious and sexual identities as fluid and
interrelated, used grounded theory to propose a model for understanding the process of
resolving this struggle. After first becoming aware of the conflict, the study’s 15
participants initially responded with depression, secrecy, or increased religious
involvement. When they encountered new knowledge and information that facilitated
reflection and discussion, and often highlighted the disconnect or contradictions within
religion, they were able to change their behaviors, work through the conflict, and accept
their sexualities through a more personalized sense of faith. This was a complex process,
which despite its core similarities was different for each person and subject to contextual
factors (Levy & Reeves, 2011).
Berger’s (1984) study reported aging gays and lesbians have reported feeling
connected to civic or religious communities, with churches being the most common
overall. In her study looking at the lives of older lesbians, Claassen (2005) found that
while older lesbians were overall less religious when compared to the general population,
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with about 46% uninterested in religion, most of the respondents discussed being spiritual
or religious, and very active in church. When Claassen compared the older cohort in her
study with the younger cohort (still over the age of 65), these women were more likely to
practice state-recognized religions than the more common path among the younger
lesbians who choose alternative religions. Similarly, the lesbians who had never been
married were more likely to reject religion than were the previously married ones.
Claassen suggested that one of the reasons that many of the women in her study were
active in church was due to the presence of two large gay affirming and advocating
congregations in the area, but she offered no discussion about what led to differences
between married and never married lesbians. These studies raise interesting questions
about religiosity and about how changes in socio-cultural options may affect choices in
the lives of LBQ older women.
Conclusion
Although there are many ways to see aging, the multiple theories offered in the
literature make it clear that there is not one agreed upon and/or conclusive approach for
successful aging. Instead, we find that notions of ‘success’ differ from theory to theory
and from theorist to theorist based on foci or discipline. For some, activity, productivity,
and continuity of career are signs of quality of life in older age. For others, it may mean
that older adults be able to retire and relax (Pruchno et al., 2010). Berglund and Narum
(2007) suggested that “good quality of life” for many older women meant having positive
social functioning and maintaining good health. Other research suggests resolution of the
crises of end of life and connection with the sacred or spiritual is most important to life
satisfaction (Atchley, 2008; Tornstam, 2005). LGB older women in particular may have
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to negotiate barriers to maintaining social connections, increased risk for psychological
and physical health issues, and a lack of services resources to cope with these issues.
These challenges are exacerbated by discrimination, lack of recognition, and acceptance
from political and religious institutions. Because of this complex reality, what ‘quality of
life’ looks like and how attainable it is throughout the dynamic processes of aging is still
foggy.
While such a complex view of aging, spirituality, and sexuality might seem
overwhelming, viewing these processes through the lens of post-structuralism might
‘simplify’ the task as it actually calls for such multiplicity and complexity. Both poststructural and queer theories call for not a singular theory of the intersections of aging,
sexuality, and spirituality, but instead ask for the recognition of incongruities,
overlappings, and convolution that mirror the chaos and intricacy of human existence.
Therefore, in order to continue to show the complexity of these intersections and create
spaces for counter-narratives to resist the grand narratives of dominant discourse, I
conducted a narrative inquiry to explore the personal stories of LBQ women and their
experiences relevant to spirituality in older adulthood. Queering the grand narratives of
dominant discourse illuminates the multiple realities that are hidden between the lines of
dominant narratives.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
After examining the body of research on aging we can see that right now it is
booming, and yet our current understandings of ‘aging’ (on which much of this research
rests), leave something to be desired. Some prolific aging researchers have recently
begun to question their own assumptions. While there is hope in the more critical stance
of many researchers today, gerontology theories still attempt to approach older adults as a
cohort, a group of baby boomers that shared the experience of being born in the fallout of
a war, and came of age witnessing and experiencing the same social and political
struggles and triumphs of the past 50 years (Achenbaum, 2009; Atchley, 2008; Baltes &
Baltes, 1990; McGuire et al., 1999; Tornstam, 2005). This being the case, it seems that it
is often thought that they must also inherently share the experience of being an older
person. However, due to social categories such as gender, sexual orientation, class, and
race, the experience of aging can play out very differently in individuals’ lived
experiences.
It is clear that some theories of aging, such as holistic and dialectical approaches
attempt to look more comprehensively at the dynamic and multiple processes of aging
and have challenged and offered alternatives to traditional theories of aging that subsume
all individuals under one identity category. However, even these theories still attempt to
generalize experiences of aging, at times leaving vague and fledgling understandings of
what it is like to age. They ask us to look critically at the existing theories of aging, and
to consider culture and context, but they have yet to look at how and why particular
elements of culture impact and shape the processes of aging, as well as understanding
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aging (Achenbaum, 2009). Holistic and dialectical approaches are still grounded in the
humanist understandings that even though we have not yet understood aging, if we
attempt to look more closely at things like ‘quality of life,’ and social, personal, and
spiritual growth, we might eventually gain a clearer picture of what older individuals as a
group experience. Luckily, we can use post-structural notions to look at the complexities
of aging and trouble the idea that we can generalize the experience of an older individual.
Post-structuralism helps to not only disrupt the notion of a stable, known aging
experience, but it questions the existence of ‘identity as’ and ‘truths of’ aging as we have
known them.
Similar to the increased attention on aging, research on LGBQ issues has also
become more present in recent years; but, opposed to the state of theories on aging, it has
been influenced by post-structural discourse. Grounded in more of subjectivist
epistemology, current LGBQ research has seen a transition from studies grounded in
feminist and gay notions of stable gender and sexual identities toward more poststructural and queer notions of those same identity categories. Specifically, with the
introduction of post-structural feminist and queer theories, LGBQ research has begun to
branch out to include the fluidity of subjectivities and the exploration of multiple and
contingent gender/sexual roles and meanings (Butler, 2008).
Yet, LGBQ research regarding older adulthood remains limited. The literature
that does exist has revealed that LGBQ older adults hold similar career, social, and
personal values and experience many of the same financial and health concerns in late
life that typically characterize heterosexuals’ lives (Berger, 1984; Blando, 2003; Heaphy,
2007). However, having experienced dual discrimination through heterosexism and
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ageism they also endure increased stress, decreased psychological wellbeing, as well as
exhibit high resiliency as a result of having lived through these challenges (Almack,
2010; Gluhoski et al., 1997). Therefore, this then sets LGBQ individuals in a unique
space of their own—a space that has often been ignored or misunderstood.
In addition, there is extensive research, looking at older heterosexual adults in
particular, that connects spirituality to wellbeing. While spirituality seems to be integral
to the majority of American’s lives and is related to aging through coping, finding
community, and making meaning, it is also unknown what this looks like for LGBQ older
adults. There is some recognition that spirituality plays a complex role in the lives of
LGBQ persons, however most of the research that explores spirituality and religion has
been focused on early adulthood (Kubicek et al., 2010; Levy & Reeves, 2011). Without
clear stories that represent spirituality as it is experienced within the lives of older LBQ
women, we are left with only the misconceptions that simplify, nullify, or generally
ignore their lives leading to the perpetuation of misunderstanding, stereotyping, and or
‘closeting’ of the complex intersections of sexuality, spirituality, and aging as they play
out in the lives of LGB women.
Purpose Statement
Therefore, in order to illuminate and deconstruct current assumptions about the
lives and subjectivities of older, LBQ-identified, women-identified individuals, this
research used narrative inquiry informed by post-structuralism and queer theory to
contextualize the lived experiences of aging as a LBQ-identified individual. In particular
I explored ways in which discourses of spirituality and aging have intersected in the lives
of older LBQ women with the intention of giving voice to individuals, hopefully
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increasing awareness of some experiences of aging in the LBQ community, and ideally
contributing to the de-marginalization of this population.
Research Questions
The following broad questions guided my research:
1. What dominant discourses of spirituality and aging intersect into the lives of
older LBQ women?
2. How do LBQ women psychologically negotiate these dominant discourses of
spirituality and aging in their lived experiences?
3. How is this negotiation enacted in their day-to-day experiences and
understandings of self?
Theoretical Background
Post-structural and queer theories served as the lens through which I examined
some lingual scaffolding that has kept the discursive “grand narratives” intact and
continues to keep marginalized people on the margins of society. We know that the
dominant grand narratives of our culture tend to exclude the experiences of aging LGB
women. Therefore, this work focused on the task of presenting counter-narratives—those
narratives that included voices of dissention, experiences of people who have been
marginalized, and perspectives from “the others” who enacted their sexualities (at least)
outside of dominant discourse. Presenting such counter-narratives will help to in time
create cracks in dominant foundations by painting a different picture of possibility and
ultimately opening space for more inclusive realities (Butler, 2008).
Whereas narratives can on one hand perpetuate the dominant stories and the
perception of a coherent representation of a people or phenomenon, they also have the
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power to expose these given stories, their inconsistencies, inaccuracies, and complexities
(Roof, 1996). Moreover, because the grand narratives only have power insofar as they
can remain validated by the majority, the more alternative stories and realities are heard
and acknowledged, the more susceptible those grand narratives are to scrutiny (Butler,
2008). More specifically, when people continue to enact and reinforce dominant
messages, the more ingrained they become until they are considered to be true,
unquestionable, and static realities or identities; thus, they close our consciousness to
understanding people and experience that may call them into question. Alternatively, the
more people challenge and look outside of the dominant way of being, the more open and
accepting they can become to diversity and that multiple realities that must exist
(Foucault, 1978).
Post-structural research is interested in doing just this, challenging and rethinking
the truths that our society takes at face value. By redeploying dominant truths, research
can provide deeper and more inclusive knowledge(s) of human experience, creating
spaces for “doing ourselves differently.” Therefore, this study employed a post-structural
queer viewpoint to deconstruct issues of aging and end of life as they intersected with
sexuality and spirituality in the lives of six women.
Since a post-structuralist and queer lens views every person’s stories as
knowledge and all subjectivities as equally true, I designed a fluid narrative inquiry that
allowed me to illuminate the multiple and diverse aging, sexual, and spiritual meanings
and selves that existed, changed, overlapped, and interacted within my participants’ lives.
Roof (1996) described that, “Narrative’s intersection of language, psychology, and
ideology makes it an appropriate and compelling construct for the negotiation and
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containment of the contradictions and anxieties that inevitably attend the focal and
delusively stable organizations of existence” (p. xvi). Therefore, I used narrative inquiry
to explore the ways in which older women who are LGB-identified have navigated
through their unique positions within the greater cultural narrative, and shaped their own
realities. Using these collected narratives, my research does not have the revolutionary
aim of humanism to force open society’s eyes wide, but rather a more post-structurally
geared aim to create slight fractures in our dominant viewpoints by gently encouraging a
contextualized peek away from it.
Methodology
Approaches to research that are grounded in subjectivism as opposed to
humanism, such as post-structuralism, are still relatively nascent, and because of this are
often not well understood. It is important to examine how and why these approaches
came about in order to contextualize their relevance to this study which aims to
deconstruct cultural discourse around aging, sexuality, and end of life. Since the
introduction of the use of post-structuralism in qualitative research in the 1980s and
1990s with the post-modern turn, it has continued to be relevant in our current climates.
Narrative inquiry grounded in post-structural notions has been a major trend within these
research endeavors.
Narrative inquiry. The narrative turn paralleled the post-modern turn in
qualitative research and shapes the way in which many qualitative researchers who are
grounded in subjectivism approach research today. While narrative inquiry as a
methodology has gained momentum ever since, the narrative turn is generally connected
to activist roots of the 1960s and 1970s, and narrative methodology spans back at least as
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far as the early twentieth century, with roots in the fields of literature, history, sociology,
and anthropology (Chase, 2005; Creswell, 2007).
Sociologists at the Chicago School around the 1920’s were exploring the
experiences of Polish immigrants and have been credited with the first attempts at
recording life records. Up through the middle of the century many other foci followed
this original narrative account including such topics as criminals, mothers of the South,
American Indians, Mexicans, and poverty (Chase, 2005). Although sociological
researchers’ use of the methodology had begun to decline in the middle of last century, it
regained momentum in the sixties and seventies with a refocus on issues surrounding the
liberation movements, examining documented slave narratives and journals, and
autobiographies of women (Chase, 2005).
Narrative inquiry historically tended to take on the viewpoint of the narrator as
protagonist. However, with the advent of the feminist interest of challenging sociocultural systems of power and oppression, narrative inquiry also began to facilitate
personal empowerment. It became important that researchers were not positioned as the
authority over the participants, but rather raised up and contextualized participant stories,
the participants themselves being the expert of their own realities. In particular, these
narratives of empowerment, started looking at the historical and cultural contexts that
surrounded collected stories in order to critique those contexts and advocate for social
change. Therefore, narrative inquiry embraced a commitment to social justice by
examining context for the purposes of deconstructing it (Chase, 2005). Narratives also
began challenging people to “think differently” by offering the construction of counter
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stories—stories that trouble dominant discourse—questioning and unraveling the grand
narratives that may only exist as ‘fantasy,’ but still hold power (Butler, 2008).
Therefore, narrative inquiry influenced by post-structuralism is appropriate for
use with populations on the margins since it focuses on the multiplicity of experiences,
gives voice to each participant, relies on accessible narratives to represent findings, and
has the intention of critiquing power structures through increasing awareness.
Considering this, narrative inquiry tends to work well for post-structural researchers
whose theoretical perspective aims to get something done by telling stories. As Chase
(2005) explained, “Narrators explain, entertain, inform, defend, complain, and confirm or
challenge the status quo” (p. 657), making way for marginalized voices.
Narrative inquiry is a broad methodology that lends itself to empowering silenced
voices through a number of different methods. The variety of narrative interviewing
includes: life history, personal narrative, oral history, testimonio, performance narrative,
and life story. These methods can be conducted verbally or written, formally or
informally, and in a semi-structured or unstructured manner. They can be focused on a
particular topic, event, period, or the entire lifespan. They may also be elicited through
the use of artifacts such as newspaper clippings or photographs (Harper, 2002).
Methods
Whereas there are many ways to approach narrative inquiry, most narrative
inquiry is meant to explore meaning, expand understanding, and empower the voice of
the storyteller, the choice of methods depends on the specific purpose of the research.
For example, if the researcher is interested in affecting political change, testimonio might
be used to expose how a certain political climate impacts or oppresses a group of people,
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such as Mexican Americans. Oral history might be more appropriate when the research
goal is to understand one person’s perspective of a given moment or event in time, such
as hurricane Katrina. Life story interviews are well suited to the purpose of exploring
personal stories, but in contrast to life history interviewing that would be typically aimed
at constructing an entire life, life story may revolve around individual stories as they
relate to a particular aspect of life, such as the intersection of aging, sexual orientation,
and spirituality.
Primary method. Therefore, for my research, I used life story interviews to
guide participants in telling me about experiences that are central to their sense of being
and of making of meaning. As Chase (2003) explains, life stories are:
narratives about some life experience that is of deep and abiding interest to the
interviewee...and, if we take seriously the idea that people make sense of
experience and communicate meaning through narration, then in-depth interviews
should be occasions in which we ask for life stories. (p. 274)
Since life story interviews are more specifically concerned with particular aspects of
one’s life or a particular time period, they are appropriate for exploring aging processes
as well as focusing on topics such as the intersection of sexual orientation and spirituality
during older adulthood (Riessman, 2008).
In particular, I used unstructured life story narrative interviews to elicit life stories
surrounding participants’ experiences with spirituality and aging as a lesbian, bisexual or
queer woman. While I used an unstructured list of questions (see Figure 1.1), I ultimately
attempted to facilitate storytelling from my participants (Riessman, 2008). Instead of
simply identifying themes that spanned multiple interviews or trying to capture an
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essence or truth of a phenomenon, narrative inquiry attempts to put a microphone to the
voices of individual experience, which gives credit to the uniqueness and complexity of
each story. With this in mind, when conducting narrative research, it was particularly
important that each story received special attention because there are always varying
ways in which people construct their realities, whether it is with a focus on the quality of
life, a specific aspect of life, or identity formation (Chase, 2005).
Interview guide. My unstructured interview guide was formulated from and
based directly on my research questions, with the three major questions aligning with my
major topics (sexual orientation, spirituality, and aging); and the sub-questions focusing
in on the negotiation of discourses and lived experiences around these topics. Examples
of lead questions included, “Please tell me how you understand your own sexual
orientation,” and “How do you understand your spirituality or religiosity?,” with follow
up questions such as, “How have you been able to understand your sense of spirituality as
it relates to your process of aging or your own mortality?” (see Appendix A). This list of
questions was used to loosely inform each of my unstructured life story narrative
interviews.
Interview process. In order to elicit historically and culturally contextualized data,
I began the interviews by attempting to gain biographical stories about early life
experiences around negotiating self, spirituality, and sexual orientation as a young person.
This provided a better perspective of transformation throughout the lived experience. I
then tried to guide participants in expounding upon their stories of aging and nearing endof-life with regard to their senses of spirituality and sexual orientation. Throughout this
approach I aimed to provide plenty of space and time for participants to fully
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contextualize each story, using thoughtful interviewer prompts to invite such depth of
exploration.
It was also important participants felt as comfortable as possible exploring the
aspects that were actually integral to their stories, and not just what they perceived I or
other researchers may want to hear. Therefore, unlike semi-structured interview guides
that are more researcher-driven, my unstructured guide was more participant-driven,
asking open-ended and broad questions that participants could choose to take into various
directions. These broad open-ended prompts elicit emotional, multi-faceted, and
contextualized data that are necessary for understanding and unpacking the cultural
elements that have helped shape the enactments and experiences of participants. Preissle
(2004) reminded us that, “methods that are more emotion-eliciting and multi-faceted help
to fill in gaps where dominant societal language lacks.”
Chase (2005) also outlined the importance of tuning into the approach of the
narrator during the interview in order to allow for more participant-driven narratives. He
warned that coming into an interview with a more structured orientation or set of
expectations may leave an interviewer susceptible to missing crucial aspects of a
participant’s narrative. In order to be receptive to others’ then, I made an effort to look
beyond logic and try my best to neutralize my own assumptions, and authority as the
interviewer. I earnestly attempted to create a culture in the interview settings in which
my own biases or expectations about LGBQ life and aging did not stifle the story of the
participant (Riessman, 2008). I did this by both tapping into my own curiosity and
openness and drawing upon my basic training as a counselor and an interviewer to
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convey empathy, genuineness, unconditional positive regard, and non-judgment (Rogers,
1961).
In congruence with a post-structural queer stance, I also explored my own lens in
order to be aware of what role it may be playing in my relationships with the participants,
the ways in which we experienced and interacted with one another, or co-constructed
reality. While I acknowledged my own subjectivities and the part they inevitably played
in the creating of the life story narratives, I at the same time was careful to listen for
participant voices, being particularly receptive to and inquisitive around realities that
occurred outside of my scope of knowledge, expectations, and stereotypes. For instance,
I have my own beliefs and feelings about religion that differed from—and at times
contradicted, participant beliefs and experience, but I tried to keep my biases from
stifling their stories. Not only was it important to continuously process my differing
perspectives, but even if my beliefs seemed to align with participant experience at first
glance, I made sure to not simply assume shared meaning but continuously unpack for
emic perspective (Bott, 2010).
Riessman (2008) described attuning to emotional, metaphorical, figurative and
repetitive units of discourse in order to unwrap layers below assumed or normative
meaning, so I paid attention to these details throughout my interviews, as well as
afterward when transcribing and analyzing the transcripts. I also attempted to take notice
and record nonverbal and unspoken happenings during my interviews, including gestures,
pauses, body language, and facial expressions, in addition to taking notes on visual
information about the setting and the participant’s appearance. This provided useful
information to me later as I attempted to weave the contextual fabric of the narratives for
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myself, as well as for the reader. All of the interviews were recorded, transcribed, read
and re-read.
Interview participants. As is typical with narrative inquiry, particularly life-story
interviewing, I interviewed six participants. Whereas I planned on interviewing up to
eight participants, based on my ongoing analysis of collected stories I determined the first
six interviews had comprehensively ‘answered,’ or addressed my three research questions
(Creswell, 2007). At the time they were interviewed, my participants were all: 1) above
the age of 65, more specifically ranging in age from 68 to 74 years; 2) female-identified;
3) self identified as LBQ, more specifically as lesbian, bisexual, homosexual, and/or gay;
and 4) residing in the Midsouth, specifically the Memphis urban area and rural areas in
Tennessee and surrounding states.
Although often ‘transgender’ is included in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer
community (LGBTQ), identifying as transgender is not necessarily indicative of any
certain sexual orientation. In other words, just because an individual identifies as
transgender does not imply that he or she experiences same-sex attraction or engages in
same-sex intimate behavior. Therefore, I chose to omit being transgender as a
requirement of my participant criterion. Although I did not exclude transgender
individuals insofar as they were above 65, female-identified, and self-identified as lesbian,
bisexual, or queer, none of the participants in my study self-identified as transgender.
In addition to these basic criteria, participants to be included in my study had to
be able to articulate stories about their lives, so it was important they did not exhibit
severe cognitive barriers, and were willing to discuss sensitive topics such as sexual
orientation, aging, and end of life issues. This research focused on the stories of women-
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identified individuals in particular, since the existing research primarily focuses on gay
men. In addition, LBQ women may have a unique perspective having lived through both
women’s and LGBQ liberation movements. The women in my study were each articulate
and seemed very willing and forthcoming when disclosing sensitive personal information.
Some of them were involved in the women’s movement and some of them the LGBQ
movement, and most of them discussed being impacted by both. All of the participants
had attended at least some college, with several holding advanced degrees.
While it is expected that new understandings will be illuminated through any
voice often hidden, it was all the more imperative that my research attempt to reach LBQ
women since they are often even more invisible to society. It was expected that due to
concerns of discrimination, some LBQ individuals will not be ‘out.’ For this reason, the
participants in this study did not have to be ‘out,’ especially since older LGBQindividuals may experience a re-closeting when faced with the challenges of receiving
care and services and negotiating older adulthood (Berger, 1982; Knauer, 2011). It
turned out, each of the participants represented varying levels of ‘outness’ within and
among their lives (Sedgwick, 2008), but none of them were entirely, ‘in the closet.’ This
may have been indicative of my recruitment efforts, or perhaps a happier message that
among LBQ women over age of 65, fewer than I expected are experiencing the
phenomenon of ‘re-closeting.’
Recruitment. I utilized purposeful selection (Patton, 2002) to acquire participants
for my study, who were initially recruited through my established relationships with the
local LGBTQ community center and gay-affirming churches. I used electronic means
such as the online newsletter and email listservs through these resources as well. Once I
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identified potential participants, I provided them with my contact information so they
could contact me if they were interested in setting up an interview. After I obtained my
first couple of interviewees, I used a snowball technique (Browne, 2005). By asking
them if they have acquaintances that were LBQ and 65 or older who might have
something interesting to say about aging and spirituality, I obtained one more participant
in this way. At times I attempted to use emergent sampling by approaching older adults
around town who may have been LBQ-identified as evidenced by their clothing or
accessories (e.g., rainbow or human rights campaign paraphernalia), or by their presence
at LGBQ- friendly businesses (e.g., bars or restaurants) or activities (e.g., LGBQ-rights
campaign activities or protests) (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). It was hoped that snowball
and emergent sampling would help me to branch out from only using individuals who are
active in gay and church communities in order to hear personal stories from individuals
who may not have used these methods for reaching out and finding community as support
through their experiences of aging. Although I did make some connections beyond my
main recruitment efforts (through the community center and affirming churches), in the
end all of my participants happened to be connected to a church community or a LGBQ
network of some kind. There were no tangible incentives given to participants in this
study, only the opportunity to share one’s thoughts and experiences, and to make a
contribution to LGB-affirming research.
Confidentiality. In order to ensure the safety and comfort of participants as well
as the depth of data, this research was conducted in a variety of different locations, most
often private rooms at several local libraries, depending on the mobility, needs, and
desires of participants. It was essential the space be confidential and inviting so
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participants felt welcome to share their stories in-depth and without restraint. In order to
further increase safety and protect participants, anonymity was also granted so names
were kept confidential and pseudonyms have been used. Before all interviews,
participants signed a consent form that detailed their rights as participants, issues of
confidentiality, and permission to end participation at anytime (see Appendix B). All
documentation and recordings will be held in a locked file cabinet and destroyed within
five years following the study.
Secondary methods. In addition to documenting overt and participant-focused
and contextual observations at the actual interviews, I wrote notes about my own
processes during and after data collection, continuing into and through analysis. I
recorded both concrete steps I took, as well as internal responses and interpretations I
experienced throughout the process. All in all, my secondary methods were important in
their contributions to the rigor and trustworthiness of my research.
Procedural memos. These served the purpose of tracking the actions I was taking
and decisions I was making throughout the project, but also the reasons behind them—
what seemed to work and what did not procedurally. My procedural memos both helped
me to intentionally tweak my methods and approaches in order to increase their
usefulness throughout my data collection and analysis, and to thoroughly document the
evolution of my project. In this way, my procedural memos were instrumental in
providing accuracy and detail to this methods section specifically, but also contributed
rigor to my findings and representation.
Personal journals. I also used personal journals to closely pay attention to and
record my own reactions and observations throughout the interviews and entire project.
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Ultimately researchers using narrative interviewing act as tools of inquiry and also
recognize that their own experiences will always already be represented in research
design, theory, data collection, analysis, and representation. Where some more postpositivist methodologies may be concerned with controlling for such bias/subjectivity,
post-structuralist researchers recognize upfront that their research will be impacted and
rather than attempt to control for bias or bracket subjectivities, they instead commit to
constant exploration of reflexivity through personal journals.
Working within the assumption that we are always already constituted within
societal discourse, at a specific place and time, and therefore so is our research, mine
must be grounded in the continuous acknowledgement of my subjectivities—specifically
my beliefs and biases about sexuality and sexual orientation, spirituality and older
adulthood. Therefore, personal journals were kept to tap into ways in which my own
particular perspectives at particular moments played out in my research. In this sense,
personal journals helped me to track my own personal transformation throughout my
research process and they provide a secondary source of data that was analyzed alongside
participant data. These journals also helped me to keep track my preliminary analysis
and interpretation during the research process, providing insights into possible topics of
interest to explore in subsequent interviews, much in the same way my memos guided my
procedures (see Appendix C).
Subjectivity
Just as it is important to keep personal journals to track my subjectivities
throughout my research, it is important in qualitative research to maintain this reflexive
stance not only during research, but also before it begins and after it ends. Qualitative
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research is always viewed through the eyes of a researcher, as she is the main “tool of
inquiry.” Therefore, before beginning my data collection, I laid out my a priori
subjectivities in order to provide the reader with understanding of the personal context
through which my research was approached and has been filtered. As a relatively
younger woman from a city in the South who does see herself as LBQ, and also identifies
as spiritual, but not necessarily mono-theistically religious, I brought with me a unique
set of beliefs and expectations, as I am also subject to my own unique cultural context. I
expected that to my participants I would be seen as an insider in some ways, and as an
outsider in some ways and thought that I might have to be strategic in the ways in which I
went about gaining access to their stories. This meant that through a precursory
exploration (informed by personal experience as well as my literature review) about ways
in which I might have been similar and dissimilar to my participants, I achieved some
awareness about ways I might connect with them, and also barriers that might prevent
understanding.
It should be highlighted that this study is of personal relevance to me for several
reasons. I have been interested in older adulthood and issues related to end-of-life and
how they relate to spirituality since childhood. I was often intrigued with queries about
spirituality and what happened when we became old and when we died, despite the fact I
had been reared in the Christian faith going to church regularly. I remember as a very
young child, one of my most favorite things about going to church was getting to see Jack,
“the candy man.” He was a slight, elderly man with wrinkles all over and very dark gray
hair, whom more importantly had a gentle demeanor when he would like clockwork grab
from his brown paper bag candies, most often little rolls of Sweettarts, but on occasion

81

mini Reese’s cups, that he would hand out to all of us kids between Sunday school and
the church service. I still remember the first, sadness and then, confusion felt by my
small self the Sunday when Jack didn’t come to church anymore. So while I was already
never quite satisfied with the answers to my ‘whys’ that I received from church or even
my family—although (and perhaps because) my father was an ordained minister with
Master’s degrees in sociology and divinity and a PhD in church history, these questions
became even more salient and urgent to me in my late-teenaged years after his death.
Eventually I would be content that I would likely never find finite answers to my
existential questions, but my quest for better understanding life and meaning would lead
me to study psychology and ultimately counseling psychology.
Through later working with older adults at a nursing home and an elder assistance
program, I became very interested in the stories that these individuals had to tell—and the
reality that society at large (including myself before this job), did not seem to be listening.
I began that job insecure and worried about how I might be seen by or connect with these
older individuals from a small conservative town, me being a 20-something, liberal ‘city’
girl pushing my way into the personal lives of these “vulnerable” individuals. I quickly
learned that they were most willing to allow me as an outsider into their worlds full of the
humor, energy, poignancy, grace, strength, and complexity that characterize human
experience. While there were certainly individuals with whom I worked who heard and
cared deeply for the residents, I became disillusioned with the overarching tone of the
governmental policies, insurance companies, and capitalist endeavors that seemed to
overlook the individuality and intricacy that made the people for whom we cared so
fascinating to me.
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Similarly, since I identify as queer, I am also invested in the LGBQ community
and its progress towards recognition, acceptance, and equality. Having lived the majority
of my life so far in the South, I have experienced first-hand some of the difficulties
associated with having a sexual minority status situated within a climate of political,
religious, and social conservatism here in the Bible Belt. Whereas I am relatively
comfortable with my own sexual orientation, have an open and supportive family and
network of friends, and go to school, work, and conduct research with and among
affirming colleagues (many of whom themselves are LGBTQ-identified and/or working
on LGBT advocacy), I still at times grapple with questions of how ‘out’ or ‘gay’ I am or
should present to others, depending on the setting, circumstance, or company. As
Sedgwick (2008) discussed, the reality is that no matter how comfortable with or ‘out’ a
person is about same-sex attractions or relationships, a person who identifies as LGBQ
must repeatedly negotiate her position to the ‘closet,’ the defining characteristic of our
culture’s relationship with same-sex desire and activity.
At the same time, it is when reflecting on my own experience as a young person
in an era that so much more is possible, acceptable, and to an extent even popular for
LGBQ persons than it was 50 years ago, that I become even more curious about what it
was like to grow up in another age and to enter into older adulthood as LGBQ in today’s
world. I am ‘out’ to more important people in my life than not, I can work in a field that
recognizes my sexual orientation as legitimate, I have a loving relationship with a samesex partner with whom I can realistically consider actually marrying and having children
with in the future. As Knauer (2011) aptly put,
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Individuals who came of age before the advent of the Gay Liberation Movement
did not have the benefit of this public pro-gay counter-narrative. Members of the
pre-Stonewall generation formed their ideas regarding homosexuality, and
necessarily themselves, by reference to the established views expressed by
religion, science, and the law. These three forces presented an unappealing and
frightening portrait of the homosexual who was simultaneously characterized as a
sinner, a mentally ill pervert, and a criminal. (p. 14)
What drew me to this study was considering my own personal struggles with
determining what my spiritual and sexual orientations look like and mean, particularly
with regard to meaning of life and death issues. I have largely faced these negotiations
with what I perceive as having had the benefits of a religiously and socially liberal and
accepting family, friends, and local community. I could not help but wonder what these
processes looked like for people who have been less privileged in these ways and perhaps
more mistreated by our heterosexist and ageist society than me. With this lens, on one
hand I came to this research with the assumption that the stories, struggles, and pain of
these individuals who came from a different time and place in history would be
incomprehensible, I also expected that the stories of triumph that I would hear would be
equally astonishing.
It was my subjectivities that led me to explore certain topics within the stories of a
specific population, and it is these same aspects about me that dictated my perspective as
well as my positions in relation to the participants in my study throughout its completion.
For example, coming to this project I worried about things like; “Will the participants
think that I am naïve because I look like I am a teenager?”; “Will they be able to tell that
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I am not heterosexual? And if so, will this help me to gain entry into their worlds, or will
they see me as difficult to relate to; or worse, privileged and ungrateful for the fruits of
the liberation efforts?”; “What will happen if they find out that I approach sexuality with
fluidity and religion with skepticism?” In the spirit of post-structural reflexivity, it was
my intention to maintain an openness to the exploration of expectations and questions I
encountered throughout the entire research process from data collection through
conclusion. For example, at one point a participant asked me about my own spiritual
beliefs, and explained to her that I was still figuring them out, to which she seemed to
relate. Another participant asked me directly, “You are not Baptist, are you?” “No,” I
said, to which she replied, “Good.” I am unsure of how it would have impacted my
gaining entry into her experience had I responded alternatively!
Analysis
Managing data. While I continuously informally analyzed my own subjectivities
and what parts they played in my research, I also used both traditional and rhizomatic
analysis with participant data (Berbary, 2008; Kaufmann, 2011). I began my formal
analysis of data with a more traditional thematic, or structural approach so that I could
identify and explore themes and stories that I could use as reference points in my later
analysis and representation (Charmaz, 2006; Ezzy, 2002; Patton, 2002). For this
traditional analysis I first coded the transcription data line by line, then categorized those
codes, and finally created major themes by combining like categories (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). I ended up identifying between five and six themes under each research question
(see Appendix D). This form of analysis is very typical to more post-positivist
qualitative research and allows for the reduction of data into discrete themes of meaning.
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However, such analysis decontextualizes data and discounts the multiplicities in personal
narratives.
Therefore, based on my use of post-structural theory and narrative methodology, I
went beyond focusing on the shared content of the stories (i.e., my identified themes) to
explore their multiple and inconsistent content, meanings, and reasons for which they
were told (Riessman, 2008). As expected, while there were patterns present in the
transcripts of the interviews, in order to include all perspectives as well as tie them into
their broader social contexts, expanding rather than reducing the data was required. More
specifically, rather than the traditional sorting of themes into discreet categories,
rhizomatic analysis identifies overlappings and deviations in the data. A theme could be
placed in multiple categories and themes and/or categories could be interrelated and
contradictory (Berbary, 2011). This method of analysis also enables deconstruction, as it
examines story data as simultaneously couched within subjective experience and also
opened to multiple interpretations. Therefore, this more post-structurally influenced
contextualizing data analysis addressed the convergences and divergences of participants’
stories and put a microphone to the individuality and complexity of each story (Berbary,
2008).
The rhizomatic analysis highlighted the many, and even contrasting, truths instead
of fractured and decontextualized bits of Truth (Kaufmann, 2011; Riessman, 2008). This
was appropriate since all knowledge is constructed by multiple voices (McCormack,
2004). Therefore, still guided by my broad research questions, after I analyzed interview
transcript data I then reconstructed it into new stories that would contextualize participant
stories, their major themes, and their contradictions or points of tension. During the
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analysis, I also considered the ways in which the stories were tied to the sociohistorical
position of the participant and how my interpretations also are grounded in my own
position in society. In this way, the stories simultaneously enabled knowings and
counter-knowings, and in-depth understandings of multiple realities surrounding the
processes involved with aging as LBQ while navigating issues of spirituality and end-oflife (Riessman, 2008).
Preparing data. In order to accomplish this difficult task, I followed the model
for narrative reconstruction outlined by McCormack (2004). In particular, I began by
“composing the story middle” (p. 221), or drafting an interpretive story that tentatively
ordered narrative moments found in the transcripts and attempted to retell them in a way
that highlighted the ways that participant stories were tied to broader discourses
concerning sexuality, spirituality, and aging (McCormack, 2004). Since the construction
of narrative knowledge is always subject to many lenses, I read and re-read these
storylines with specific viewpoints intended to attune to 1) language, 2) context, and 3)
content, or moments in the story. With my research questions in mind, I went through
each interview and coded the data line by line, grouping meaning units or phrases as they
related to one another. Since I had already identified several major themes, I used these
as a loose guide when I moved into a rhizomatic analysis, in which I re-read the
transcripts for story data until I was able to re-categorize it under each research question
to which it was relevant.
Although I began organizing all of the data according to which research question
it most closely answered, I noticed some of the data was related to more than one
research question and some didn’t seem to answer any of them. When this happened I
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addressed it by indicating in the comment section if and when it answered more than one
of the questions, and which ones. In the case where I felt the story or details were
unrelated to the research questions, I also made a note of those portions, marking them
with a ‘***’ so I could return to them if they were needed to flush out the stories,
providing details, context, or descriptive information for the characters or settings.
During this read, I also kept a document called “Ideas for Character
Sketches/Stories/Settings,” in which I continuously compiled the data that might be used
to describe my characters, the settings in which the stories take place, as well as broad
ideas for the actual stories. I ended up constructing three main preliminary ‘storylines’
whose component parts aligned with each research question.
After I had compiled a semblance of approximately three “stories,” I realized I
needed to better contextualize these stories so that the reader could connect to the people
and the places featured in these stories. In order to do this, I then went on to re-read each
interview transcript, as well as my observational notes, in order to compile four in-depth
character sketches that represented both personality and situational factors that described
the participants, organized in a way that was both historically plausible, but that I felt
could best illustrate the stories that would address the research questions. I then went
back to my narrative data in order to complete assembling the stories, but with a keener
attention to the characters and the settings in which these stories took place.
I repeated the same process of combing through each transcript methodically (as I
had done with the character sketches) in order to re-create settings based on participant
descriptions of time and place. As I did this, I kept a copy of each transcript intact with
notes of where each piece of data was used (i.e., for which character/‘storyline’), or if it
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was not used at all because I deemed it was not relevant to any of my research questions.
In addition, to doubly ensure that I could trace my data back to its original interview
source, each transcript was also color-coded and line numbered. Any additional
information I added that was not found in the actual transcripts was only to clarify or
contextualize the stories, and was based in either historical or descriptive information
from my own research, notes, or observations. Any such information was also coded in
black in order to distinguish it from the colored actual data (see Appendix E).
Managing subjectivity. Again, congruent with post-structural values of
subjectivity and reflexivity, I brought my personal journals to this stage of the analysis
process as well, using them to acknowledge and explore issues of my own positionality
and my relationships with the interviewees. To this end, segments of explicit
interpretation were written within and surrounding my findings in order to summarize my
viewpoint in response to the interviewees and interviews, as well as closing remarks as
identified as relevant to theory, and current research (McCormack, 2004).
Representation
Creative analytic practice. In order to deconstruct and contextualize participant
stories I utilized creative analytic practices (CAP) as my means for data representation,
based on its ability to convey multiplicity, incongruity, and complexity (Richardson,
2003). CAP came about as part of the post-structural movement in response to the crisis
in representation resulting from critiques of humanism (Berbary, 2011). If there did not
exist one unified Truth or identity, then therefore, there could also not be one solidified
way of representing this given Truth or identity. CAP provided a means through which
researchers could illuminate multiple, different, and assenting voices. Telling creative
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stories allows for multiplicity with regard to voice, time, and place, and flexibility
regarding interpretation. CAP might be used for instance to jump back and forth between
participants by creating a dialogue between them, or perhaps travel back in time in order
to illuminate a participant perspective altered by hindsight. These creative modes of
representation are still grounded in the data, but can describe the chaos and complexity
found in real life in a way that traditional representation cannot, telling the story that
needs to be told (Berbary, 2011).
Therefore, in order to tell these important stories, illuminating the multiplicities,
contractions, and tensions among narratives, I organized all six participant’s life stories
into three composite chronological narratives. To do this, I compiled and re-storied the
data from all six interview transcripts using quotes and stories directly extracted from the
transcripts as well as observations from our encounters. These narratives, or ‘storylines’
were written as if they were told from the perspectives of four composite characters, and
were each representative of three or more of my participants (see Appendix F). Like the
storylines, which were grounded in the themes that were illuminated in my initial
traditional analysis, the character sketches themselves were also derived directly from my
data. These composite characters included four older LBQ women: Grace, Faith, Gloria,
and Margaret, who will be introduced in greater depth in Chapter 4. Although the broad
themes and storylines informed some aspects of my characters sketches, the composite
characters themselves also guided the specific storied segments. For instance, since each
of the four characters was based on multiple participants, each evolved a voice of her
own and unique way to tell the particular story. For this reason, these versions of data
representation are considered ‘writerly,’ or open to be read by multiple different voices
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and subject to varying interpretations in general, while also based in the rigorous
collection of participant stories and data (Berbary, 2011).
Co-construction. Co-construction is a concept that specifically recognizes that
with each telling or narration of our life we will always construct it differently based on
our audience. This does not make the construction more or less true, but simply
recognizes that both the participants’ and researcher’s subjectivities play into the story
that is told. As an active co-creator of these narratives, the process of determining my
mode of representation of findings through each particular narrative was integral to the
narrative inquiry process. For instance, the composite characters, although they were
pulled from and grounded in data I identified and compiled their characteristics. The
stories told, although based in the descriptions provided by the participants (told to me in
response to my questions) I identified themes and used them to group the story data in a
way that would convey the story I thought needed to be told.
Explicit interpretation. Aligned with the post-structural notion that there is no
way to divorce our own subjectivities from our research, there are a number of ways in
which researchers incorporate their own voices within data representation. These range
on a spectrum from a post-positivistic authoritative voice, characterized by much of the
researcher’s own interpretation, to an interactive voice, which levels the playing field
more by examining more in depth the direct experiences of the researcher, with
supportive voice found somewhere in between (Chase, 2005).
I chose to employ a more interactive voice in excerpts throughout the
representation of my findings in the form of an interjected fifth voice, an occasional
internal character in the form of friend (i.e., ‘church friend’ or ‘former roommate’), who
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at times functions also as a sort of narrator, or insider/outsider. Much like the process of
co-construction allows post-structural researchers to acknowledge multiple voices,
Connelly, and Clandinin (1990) described narrative inquiry as allowing for multiple “I’s,”
often beyond the voices strictly representative of the participants’. Therefore, in addition
to each of the four participant-based characters representing one main “I,” at times this
fifth character will also be introduced as speaking from the position of “I.” Although this
voice has no name, she represents a combination of my own reactions and observations
(recorded in personal journal entries and notes) and interview data, informed by
participants’ perceptions of the world and interactions with others—most often a friend.
I felt compelled to and comfortable with interjecting this fifth “I” voice, when
needed, as a sort of ‘composite character’ for several reasons. Like the other composite
characters, she arises in first-person form, or “I,” but because she is unnamed, she
remains more of a ‘third party,’ or observer/‘interacter.’ Being that none of my
participants ‘had her own character’ either, this ‘in between’ felt more interactive to me,
rather than using either an authoritative or supportive voice. It also made sense to include
her as a secondary (no name), but interactive voice within the narratives, but not as a
major character because she is only a cohesive character in a partial and a functional
sense. She appears in instances in which a dissenting, informing, or contextualizing
‘other’ voice may help to illuminate yet another side of the participant, or her story, that
may not be communicated directly through the participant’s perspective. Therefore, this
“I” is not included in all of the segments, or even storylines, but instead appears only
when useful, such as in efforts to illuminate discursive dialogues or relationships versus a
solitary subjective experience of negotiating discursive power. The lens of the unnamed
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“I” also simultaneously grounds us in the time and place of the past (literature and
participant experiences), and the time and place of today (researcher experiences). In this
way, through the voice of this unnamed composite character, both the socio-historical
context of the United States, more specifically the South in the sixties and seventies, as
well as my own current (as I have only existed much later) subjectivities are able to span
storylines, providing a transcendent representation that otherwise did not intersect across
storylines.
In addition, personally, I felt my subjectivities (and feelings of connectedness to
participants) aligned well enough with the characteristics of some of the other ‘others’
represented in the data, so that this additional “I” could be not only useful, but could also
be more of a cohesive voice (like the other characters) than just me, or just disjointed
comments or contextual data. Still, whether representative of my own voice, or another
‘other,’ she is utilized to highlight ways in which my participants are experienced, or
experience themselves interpersonally. Because within the narratives these researcher
subjectivities are used only selectively, purposefully, and therefore minimally through
this unnamed voice, my ‘researcher,’ or interpretive voice is represented more explicitly
in the interpretation and discussion sections. In this sense, I shift focus from participant
to researcher experience, as my primary intention is instead to shed light on how my own
beliefs about sexuality, aging, and death played into my experiences of my participants
and our interviews—as well as how the data collection and interpretation may have been
impacted the ways in which I identified with my participants.
Trustworthiness. While traditional research grounded in post-positivistic
notions of Truth is most interested in validity, reliability, and generalizability, subjectivist
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researchers acknowledge that all research is filtered through the researcher (at the very
least) and therefore strive instead for trustworthiness, credibility, and transferability.
Since there is not only one right, or valid way of viewing any given knowledge,
qualitative researchers attempt to co-construct knowledge that is credible in the eyes of
the participants interviewed (Janesick, 2000). Crystallization is a term that has been used
in qualitative research to describe the type of knowledge that upholds a structure, but also
encompasses many complex angles. This is a shift from the traditional focus of
triangulation, in which different views or multiple methods are hoped to reach the same
‘valid’ conclusion. In addition to intentionally ‘managing subjectivity’ through my use
of my personal journals, I also utilized ‘member checks,’ or asking for participant
feedback after being interviewed and after reviewing my narrative representations.
Although I used this feedback to increase the trustworthiness of the data by helping to
clarify and expand certain data, I was not seeking triangulation, or participant
confirmation or validation that what I was finding was “true.” Therefore, instead,
crystallization resulted from this methodical convergence of our multiple truths. Like
with a crystal, when knowledge is viewed from different perspectives, diverse and
multiple dimensions are illuminated (Janesick, 2000; Richardson, 2000).
Transferability. Since post-structuralism also argues that there is no way to
assess and represent the ‘real,' as all knowledge is subjective, or constituted within the
subject (i.e., researcher, theory, even language), my research is not concerned with the
representation of the majority, THE reality, or capital T-Truth. Therefore, there are no
attempts to deduce or generalize ‘Truth’ to the broader population. This is not a
limitation or a setback since this is not the intention of my work. Rather this research is
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concerned with representing individual and dissenting voices that cannot be generalized,
but that may be transferable to individuals who find themselves in similar situations,
circumstances, or social positions. Transferability acknowledges that while aspects of
someone else’s experience might be shared, none of us shares the exact same personal,
social, historical, or cultural context. Therefore, the context of the findings is presented
so that the audience can make interpretations and gauge how my research might be
applicable to one’s own unique life experiences. The results of this study may be most
transferable to other minority populations, particularly ones marginalized via gender,
sexual orientation, or religious or spiritual persuasion, but also to anyone who is
concerned about aging. In this way, it is likely that this study relates to the experiences
of many beyond the scope of LBQ older adult women. The results of this study may
directly help counselors and psychologists to better understand these populations,
informing the work they do in their therapeutic, research, and advocacy efforts, but will
also contribute to setting the stage to continue to gently challenge and push the status quo
that keeps older adults, LGBTQ people, and other groups on the margins of society.
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Chapter 4
Findings on Dominant Discourse
For this narrative inquiry, I utilized creative analytic practice (CAP) to represent
my findings as narratives because this method is considered ideal for the post-structural
goal of highlighting subtle examples of and exceptions to the dominant discourses
assumed to be “True” and the power structures assumed to be stable within our culture.
Based on McCormack’s (2004) outline for reconstruction of narrative data, the following
section, comprised in chapters, 4, 5, and 6 presents a series of stories that are compiled
from and grounded in the transcription data collected from life story interviews
conducted with my six participants. Using a traditional constant comparison method, I
had initially narrowed my data into five to six broad themes identified per research
question, which I used as scaffolding to build initial ‘storylines,’ or essentially the middle
sections of my stories. Four characters were also constructed concurrently, based in
participant data, with each character representing at least three participants, and with each
participant being represented in at least two of the four characters.
The first storyline is about one main character, Grace; the second storyline centers
around the lives of two main characters, Faith and Gloria; and the third storyline tells the
life stories of Margaret, a fourth composite character. These middle sections, or
storylines were then drafted and re-drafted, considering my own responses to my data,
participants, their feedback, and their corresponding character sketches. I included into
these loosely chronological ‘storylines’ details describing each of the characters’ life
experiences directly from different, but relevant parts of the transcripts that would help in
clarifying stories, characters, or context. Then, any direct data or contextual information
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was added as needed in order to orient the reader to the stories, comments, or reflections
of the participants and/or my characters. The resulting descriptions of the characters,
Grace, Faith, Gloria, and Margaret, and their stories are found below corresponding with
each research question.
The following narrative segments are presented in the next three chapters,
grouped by the research question they address. Throughout these findings, while ‘my’
voice will occasionally speak from a fifth “I” within the narratives as the stories are told,
I also more explicitly address each of the stories from the perspective of ‘researcher’ at
the end of each segment. Therefore, each story begins with a brief discussion introducing
the main ideas and/or any characters that will be presented, moves into a fictional
narrative segment, and concludes with researcher interpretation. These interpretative
sections attend to the themes initially identified, drawing upon existing theory and
literature as well as my own impressions as relevant.
Messages of Dominant Discourse
In efforts to respond to this research question, the following two stories illuminate
and explore the dominant messages about sexuality, spirituality, and aging as they were
experienced in the lives of three different women, Grace, Faith, and Gloria. These stories
in this chapter are meant to “answer” the first of three research questions.
Research question 1. What dominant discourses of spirituality and aging
intersect into the lives of older LBQ women?
Grace. The first storyline is about Grace. She is petite, standing about five 5’4”
and has light mocha skin, an apple-shaped face with freckles and subtle makeup, rosy
cheeks, and round brown eyes. She is well kempt and strikingly young looking for 74—
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and beautiful, with some faint wrinkle lines around her eyes and from her mouth to her
nose. She stands slightly hunched in the upper back, but appears generally physically fit.
Grace presents as composed and fashionable, often adorned with funky accessories like
large hoop earrings, or a necklace with an interlocking Venus charm. Her hair is grayblack and tied tightly in thick braids vertically down her head. Grace is an active leader
at a local church and a very sociable person. She is currently single, and is also a mother
and grandmother.
Storyline 1: Grace, segment 1. Present-day Grace tells this first story not to
anyone in particular, but more in the form of a ‘stream-of-consciousness’ about her
interpersonal experiences, and her growing awareness of the messages in those
experiences:
Part 1. So I am sitting in church the other day, facing the pulpit from the right
side near the back—but not the last row. I’ve just gotten my silver hair braided, and have
my huge fashion sunglasses ‘cause I just had cataract surgery. The glasses serve two
benefits. They make me look quite stylish—which I try to always be, and they also
provide a sneaky mask so that I can observe my surroundings inconspicuously. It is
interesting because on the one hand I am in awe that I can finally see the bright colors
and beautiful faces around me. Here, in this wonderfully diverse church I’ve called home
for a decade. Here is where I belong—I am a pillar. I matter to these people….Although,
when I look around, I also notice something else. No one sees me. Literally, no one says
a word to me. I begin to notice if I don’t go speak to these people, they don’t speak to me.
They expect me to be here, sure, but I am always the one who approaches people, who
initiates the dialogues. I wonder what they would do—I wonder what they will do when
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I’m not here. Would they even notice? Inside I’m screaming, “just recognize my
presence!” You don’t have to tell me I’m beautiful or that you miss me, just say, “hey!”
You can just say, “hey old woman!” Then I’m thinking, well I’m so ornery; I’m going to
outlive most of them anyway! So then I try and reassure myself further. They are
probably just intimidated by my dynamic personality and are wondering why I am not
talking to them. They are the ones who are feeling rejected by me! As I continue to
ponder, but it’s not just here at church, it’s everywhere, a familiar sense of self-doubt
creeps back in and it hits me: I am socially isolated. I don’t have any human contact—I
am alone.
Part 2. I feel like as I’m getting older I try to look at my life and notice how other
people are perceiving me, and really I think that it is not just me—people in the early and
middle parts of their lives just seem to overlook older people in general. It’s like they
have no time for them—I mean, us. We are slower or insignificant in a way, we don’t
count, and we’re not worth their time. It’s not an intentional thing, it’s not like people
actively think that we are worthless, they are just so into themselves there’s no space left
for us. As hard as it is to admit, I see it in my home church. I see it when I walk through
the doors. And sometimes there when they do talk to me I just start to feel like they
figure they can get something from me—I don’t know, like maybe if they treat me
differently it’s going to be rewarded by God or something so they do it, not because they
actually want to. Then I just feel like I am being used.
Part 3. Sometimes when I’m feeling alone I remember the gay community
center—maybe going there if I could drive. For a while I went pretty regularly to book
club and potlucks. On the first Sunday of the month, they had a dinner at different
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restaurants, all over, just for lesbians, I used to love to go every month. But now if I went
I’m not sure that I would even meet anyone since there’s not going to be anybody there
my age. The last time I went to the center, they all seemed like they were so much
younger, mostly in their 20s—there’s no one in their 70s like me. I wish I could just find
somebody in their late 50s—not even necessarily to date, but just somebody to keep me
company. I’m not even sure what I want romantically. Like the woman who takes care
of me is gay and she is 54, but she’s my caregiver. She’s nice, but we’re not interested in
each other like that. But not even worrying about dating, it would be nice to just have a
meaningful conversation. When I would try to talk to the younger gays and lesbians after
a few minutes there would just be a silence because there’s nothing left to say. It is hard
when there’s decades or a half a century between us because we don’t have anything in
common. Things are just so different.
Like when I was growing up, nobody sat me down and had a long talk with me
about homosexuality or gay people, nobody ever mentioned anything like that. In church,
we were never preached to about homos being bad or sinful—although I’m sure that
uppity church that we went to does it now. I do remember my grandmother always used
to say, “Oh God I’m just fagged out!” when she was exhausted from working on the farm.
But that was just a state of being; there was nothing demeaning about it. From other
family members though I remember hearing real subtle wise cracks—a joke or snicker, or
somebody’d say “homo.” My brother was always a cut-up, he’d see somebody kind of
effeminate and mock, “oh!” putting his hand up. Or say about our cousin who joined the
navy, “I heard he was a homo,” and you’d catch the note of disapproval. And my uncle
would talk about when he was in the army and saw a friend writing a letter, he asked him,
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“you writing a letter to your girlfriend?” and the man just got very indignant and said,
“I’m writing a letter to my best friend.” He just thought that was really wuh-oh! So I’d
just catch these little things; people talk about you. And at the time I didn’t know what a
homo was, just that it’s a real bad thing—pretty much the worst thing you could be, so I
was hyper sensitive to it. Other than that, I did not know my emotions about it, just fear.
I remember telling myself when I was maybe nineteen or so if I ever found out I was
homosexual, I’d kill myself.
Part 4. Luckily, I have a really strong survival instinct so I couldn’t let myself
know that I was gay. That is, until it was okay to know that and survive. I envy people
who knew when they were four years old, who didn’t have to cover up their feelings.
Like nowadays, knowing things are changing I’m happy for the younger gays and
lesbians because it’s a much more open society. People just come out! They tell their
mother and father, “I’m gay!” I’m so glad they can do that. Some of the young boys I
saw at the community center when I went seemed like they were in angst because they
wanted to tell their parents but were afraid. So I know some of them still have problems,
but overall I have hope that things will continue to get better, I really do, I’m very
optimistic. Since Ellen Degeneres and some other celebrities have come out it’s gotten a
little better.
Like back then, we didn’t have any legal marriage like some people do now,
which I’m really glad about. I think we have eight states now that recognize same
gender—I want to get them to say “same gender” instead of same sex, because it’s not
just about sex, it’s about the relationship. Sex is a part of it, but that’s not the only part of
being married. That’s the problem with the world they’ve even done that with
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heterosexuals as if sex is the whole idea. To me, it’s a commitment on a soul level, on a
spiritual level. It’s about the bonding, it’s about the caring, you know it’s about the
development of family—and family doesn’t mean just bearing children, it could mean
taking care of children that you did not birth. I did have commitment ceremonies of sorts
with all three of my long-term partners. There were definitely some hard times and
drama, and eventually we would grow apart and break up, despite our best intentions.
Overall they were each great, amazingly gifted people and looking back, the relationships
I had with women were still much better than any I had had with men—I’m not sure why
that is except for the fact that that’s who God intended me to be. There’s just something
more wonderful about women and we appreciated each other a lot more.
Part of me thinks it would be nice to get married and have that intimacy again, but
then again I don’t know if I’m up for all the work that a relationship takes, especially at
this point in my life. As much as I loved her, my last relationship was twelve years long
and we never could figure out how to communicate. She and I were broken up before
legal marriage became an option, but I don’t have any resentment or regret, I just feel
happy for the people who can get married now. Plus it’s been a long time since I have
dated anyone—I laugh and say I put a curse on myself after the last one. I don’t know,
we’ll see maybe I might like to have a partner, but not get married again—I’m too set in
my ways at this age.
Part 5. I don’t even know what ‘too set in my ways’ means. I think I’ve been in
denial about getting older. In paganism, when you reach a certain age you celebrate it
with a croning ceremony. I know some women that are a lot younger that have had one
and I’ve thought about it, but I keep waiting because I don’t think I’m wise enough to be
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a crone yet. I don’t know how old or wise I think I need to be, but I’ve just never felt
ready. Somehow I don’t think of myself as very old. I do have gray hair, I see on the
floor at the beauty shop and it’s definitely gray. I just feel like I have this young spirit,
but a couple of years ago someone at church said to me, “well you know you’re in the
winter of your life.” I’m going “winter? Winter?!” And I thought, “the last person that
said she was in the winter of her life is now dead!” She died a couple of years ago. As
soon as she started talking about the winter of her life, it seemed like her life ended. So I
had no intention of talking about the winter of my life, I didn’t want it to be short.
Sometimes I want to live till 100 and other times it’s just like, “oh my god help this world,
it’s got to change for me to keep living!”
But that lady who died, at least we do still remember her and talk about her off
and on. She was a big part of everything at church and I believe it’s important to feel
you’re part of something—a place, time, or thought. I hope to have made a difference
even if it’s only in a small part—but then again it’s like “big deal, am I of that much of
value to this world?” I would hope that all of us are and but at the same time it’s like
getting older I think about how I have changed, or may need to change—like not being so
concerned about being part of the ‘things’ of this world, just accepting them. I want to
live more like Christ, what I call “living separately in the world.”
Interpretation. This first story is about Grace sharing her experiences and
thoughts as she sits in church observing those around her, interpreting what she perceives
as a sort of invisibility of self; a lack of awareness of her existence as an older woman,
and appreciation of her seniority in the church community. At the same time, Grace
shares with us a sort of resistance, or even fear of recognition. With this
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acknowledgement of her own role as a foundational pillar in her community, in some
way comes validation that she is older, and will soon die, or worse, become obsolete or
unimportant.
These impressions of her prescribed role in her community then expand to include
her experiences within the local gay and lesbian community, with which she also has a
conflicted relationship. She is happy that the discourse is becoming more positive and
inclusive for people who are coming of age and coming out in today’s world, but also
wants to convey that this is to be cherished, as it is most definitely something new. She
grieves her own ability to have been so open with others, but more specifically herself, as
a result of the messages around her that being gay was, “pretty much the worst thing you
could be.” She described that learning these rules of ‘how to be’ triggered a sensitivity to
anything inside her that might leave her vulnerable to such judgment, that she must shut
down her feelings entirely as a means of protection.
In both realms Grace describes personal identification and a kind of pride, but
also disconnection and isolation. Attempting to negotiate and understand one’s own
changing self in relation to others in a changing world, for her results in mixed emotions
about progress and connection, particularly regarding younger generations. Being a part
of her spiritual community and the local sexual minority community is central to her own
sense of meaning, while at the same time she is struggling to find her own truth about
where she may fit among these sets of mixed messages.
Faith and Gloria. The second storyline focuses on the experiences of Faith and
Gloria. They are kind, country people that lead an unpretentious life. At first glance,
Faith appears slightly stoic, almost statuesque, as she is tall with impeccable posture,
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wears sensible attire, no accessories, and an unfussy short hairstyle. Gloria is
significantly shorter and several years younger than Faith, but these facts do not diminish
her personality or impact within the relationship. She is dynamic and full of energy with
a colorful appearance to match. They are smart, hardworking, and deeply religious, but
they both have a laid-back demeanor and appear to have an easy and playful relationship,
often joking around with one another.
Other characters. Faith and Gloria will be described in greater depth in the
subsequent story through the eyes of the (my) unnamed fifth composite character, who is
also introduced into this storyline as “I,” a church friend, in order to both illuminate the
couple’s interactions with friends and some of my observations as a researcher. Other
characters that appear or are referred to in the following story segment include the fifth
composite character’s (my) partner, Celeste, as well as Gloria’s mother’s life partner (and
Faith’s close friend), Sylvia. The first part of this story is written from a first-person
perspective (“I”) of this unnamed character, then moves into a dialogue between herself
and Gloria, after which point the speaker shifts, and Gloria becomes “I” in the second
part.
Storyline 2: Faith and Gloria, segment 1.
Part 1. “I,” come in as the fifth composite character, or ‘church friend’ in this
storyline. I begin the following segment by sharing my first impressions of Faith and
Gloria in order to provide some story background and character development before
describing one of my early interactions with Gloria and hearing some of her story:
I met Gloria in mass a few months ago when they started coming to our church.
Apparently the minister at their last church really went off the deep end, from what I’ve
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heard—kept going off on crazy tangents that made no sense and that’d last forever.
Gloria and her partner Faith were both raised in rural Tennessee in big traditional
Catholic families, and although they knew each other almost their whole lives and Faith
says she was in love with Gloria for 50 years, for forty of those she never pursued her.
Gloria moved from place to place, had a relatively miserable 20-year marriage to a man,
a chaotic long-term relationship with a woman with an alcohol problem, and then
basically just slept around for a little while before finally finding her way to Faith. Ten
years ago when they got together, they moved from their separate city lives out to Faith’s
old family farm. Gloria told me in those 40 years, she’d left the Catholic Church, gone to
a few Baptist churches, then left the church entirely for a while, but that she never
stopped believing in God. Now together, they’ve finally found a relationship, a place,
and a church that feel like home. They seem to have their feet firmly planted now, which
makes sense to me.
Me personally, I’m not religious, but Celeste is Catholic, so I go with her. I
noticed Faith and Gloria the first day they attended. They weren’t obviously gay,
whatever that means, but I wondered—there’s a couple of other folks that we’ve
discussed may be same-sex couples too. They show up together, and you can kind of tell
based on how they look and act, like they’re not too fussy about their clothes or hair. But
nobody’s out of the closet as far as I know, at least not at church. Gloria is adorable,
she’s chatty and has kind of a gleam in her eye when she talks that makes you wonder
what she’s thinking about. She’s only about 4’11,” has a beautiful olive complexion with
matching green eyes, and though she’s in her late sixties, she looks to be closer to
middle-aged with her pretty face and thick dark hair. Even though she suffers from
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fibromyalgia and a host of physical afflictions—ghosts from a bad car wreck years back,
she says she doesn’t feel old either. Once, we were having a cup of coffee together in a
greasy spoon diner and we saw a woman with gray curly hair bobbed up on the top of her
head and in a housedress like the ones my grandmother used to wear. Gloria, in her cute
jeans and tomato red top said to me, “Oh my gosh I can’t imagine myself wearing
anything like that when I get old.” Then a moment later chuckled while she realized,
“actually we’re probably about the same age!”
That was the same day I asked her what it was like when she first met Faith. She took a
sip of coffee and swallowed, then replied.
Part 2. Now, in the following section, Gloria reclaims the position of “I” as she
begins to tell the story of how she met her partner, Faith:
Well my life is really crazy, when I grew up my mother and daddy were living
together so I didn’t know anything. I remember Faith came along when I was about 14 or
15—something like that. She and Sylvia were in school together and Sylvia was working
with mother. At that time I didn’t realize anything when they would come over to the
house. I didn’t realize that Sylvia was interested in my mother. Mother had friends she
went out with for years and I know they were gay now, but at that time I was just dumb.
I knew then there was something special between them, but I was not aware of
homosexuality at all. They hid everything from me and I guess I just didn’t dig deep
enough on my own to know exactly what it was.
So one day when Faith came to the house, she was about 18. I had gone up to
mother’s room to get something and she followed me up there. I sat down in a chair and
she leaned over and kissed me, I was like, what in the world?! I didn’t know what was
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happening cause I had not been exposed to that at all. Even though I didn’t know what to
think, I guess from that time on, I was always crazy about her. So although I liked Faith
then, it never really went anywhere.
It wasn’t until I had been married for years that it even came up again. When I
first got married I hadn’t done any housework, I could not wash clothes, I could not cook
I mean I just played ping-pong. I’d hardly washed clothes ten times in my life, it was just
awful, I mixed the colors with the white—my mother always separated them but I didn’t
pay any attention. My husband’s clothes would come out spotty and his underwear pink,
which he didn’t really like. He really didn’t appreciate the fact that the food was awful
either—and he was a good cook but it was my job. He thought that I should enjoy
housework. I go “nobody enjoys housework, you only do it because you can’t stand your
house being messy anymore.” He wanted me to vacuum everyday, I’d say, “that handle
fits your hand just as good as it does mine. I’ll vacuum once a week and if you want to
vacuum more then help yourself, you can vacuum everyday!” He was just fanatical and
it just drove me crazy, and I never took too well to him telling me what to do in general.
But he always talked as if I was the only person on the planet who felt like men should
share housework and child-care. He kept telling me I was crazy!
So when the women’s movement came along it was really a relief. It provided a
kind of universality—I was so glad to find some other folks who agreed with me about
women’s roles. And that was the catalyst to the getting out of my marriage too. It was
around this same time there was this other couple in the neighborhood that my husband
and I started hanging out with and going places. The other wife and I became close
friends and would go out to lunch sometimes. She had children too and would bring
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them over to the house occasionally. One day we were sitting on the couch and she
actually made a pass at me! I didn’t know what to do because I was real bashful at the
time. I was just sort of in shock.
But things were changing. I started to push back. My hair had been sort of long,
so I cut it off and started wearing jeans all the time. I’d never really liked dressing up too
much and putting on makeup—lipstick was okay, but my husband knew something was
up. The woman from my neighborhood and I started to be together. Her husband had
known all along that she was interested in women and was threatening to kill me. It
turned out mine was getting revenge in his own more subtle way, punishing me through
the kids, which I wouldn’t even find out for years. When my son was an adult I was
consoling him because he’d just been through a breakup. I was rubbing his head and he
started to cry, and then he said, “I was not allowed to cry after you left. Daddy used to
tell me every day that you didn’t love me.” That goddamn son of a bitch, I still I can’t
believe he did that, I was furious. You don’t tell a child that their own mother doesn’t
love them! My son always felt conflicted growing up because he felt that I’d loved him.
That was really hurtful.
I never knew because my husband had always acted nice to my face. I mean we
split up and got a divorce, but even continued to have a sexual relationship for six months
or a year. It wasn’t like this really violent divorce, it was like, “I just don’t love him
anymore.” But I was still dating my neighbor and eventually when our husbands were
out of the picture, she and I ended up living together. For a while it was wonderful; but
when you come out, it’s always a big mess. At points I was crying all the time and felt
like I was about to have a nervous breakdown. My ex-husband would even act real
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supportive and watch the kids when I wasn’t up to it. I went through the whole
adolescent thing you have to go through when you first come out because you don’t get
to when you’re young. It was back in the 70s and there were books out about open
relationships and I thought that was more enlightened than having monogamous
relationships so I really started to party—actually every New Year’s Eve a bunch of gay
folks would rent some cabins out in the woods and have a huge dance and Faith would
almost always come up to those parties and so I’d get to see her here and there. I
experimented sexually with mostly women, but some men too, and even couples, but that
was extremely difficult because women don’t really like that. My girlfriend didn’t either,
so we broke up a couple of times, but then we’d get back together. Gay women don’t
date lots of women at one time. You just date one person and that’s it. I still didn’t know
the rules and nobody was telling me the rules. On top of that, she was an alcoholic and
between us we had six kids so it was real chaotic and financially things were very tight.
We made it work for about ten years nonetheless.
Back then I never felt the need to identify anywhere or classify myself as gay, or
even bisexual—maybe I was just sexual. And having been married for twenty years I
never pictured myself as being gay. When I met my first girlfriend I just happened to be
crazy about her. In my mind it had nothing to do with being gay or straight or anything
else. It was really interesting because I still enjoyed sleeping with men physically, but
once I started being with women it felt so much more intimate. I didn’t let myself be as
soft with men but I always thought, “well if I fell in love with one it would be okay.” I
definitely preferred women.
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Once Faith came back into the picture it just really felt like a natural step,
something that was a long time coming and finally fell into place. We’d always kept up
with each other here and there and knew each other’s families. After my mother died, I
was actually staying with her partner, Sylvia and she was still good friends with Faith so
we had gone to visit her, actually here at the farm for a weekend. She wanted to take me
out to dinner because it was around my birthday and she told me she always thought of
me and when she’d see me out at those parties years ago thought I looked cute on the
dance floor, but I’d be with my partner or someone or another. I was ready to go a
different direction in my life and settle down and so was she, so it turned out to be the
appropriate time. I’ve pretty much been out here on our farm ever since. It would have
been better a few years earlier but we’re happy.
I think it would be nice to be connected to more neighbors too, but I don’t know
how people would react if they found out we are a couple. We are not very “out” here
and it probably doesn’t occur to most of the people in this community because they know
I have a son that lives here. I’m not close enough to any of them to know or to show their
true colors and no one has questioned us. We just enjoy each other’s company and doing
stuff together like traveling, horse back riding, and farming—although I don’t like to deal
with the cattle as much as Faith; and we have a lot in common because we have similar
backgrounds. It’s funny too because as much as I hated housework back then, I love
cooking for Faith. I made some banana nut bread for her and I let her lick the bowl. I
made two loaves of banana nut bread. And I told her, “this is better than raising another
kid.” I even like doing her laundry and taking care of her clothes. I just love taking care
of her, and I see us always being together. I don’t think either one of us is going to be
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looking, I know for sure I’m not. I’d love to have a ceremony with Faith. I would be
willing to go to Vermont and do it, or Iowa. I was doing my Christmas shopping out of a
catalog the other day and I saw this little plaque that said, “you are my forever” and that’s
how I feel about her.
And although I’ve only been with Faith for a little over a decade I haven’t been
with a man in over 35 years, so now I think I’m probably lesbian. But I like the word gay
better than I do lesbian for some reason. I have a couple of really good straight friends,
but I hang out with almost all gay and lesbian people. I’ve gotten to know a lot more
over the years, but even thinking back I was always more comfortable in the gay
community. But it is kind of weird because a lot of them are just so without question,
they’re like, “I’m gay!” I talked to Sylvia about it and she said, “well I didn’t ask to be
born like this, and I can’t believe that I would be condemned for something that I didn’t
have any control over.” I think that makes sense and it is real for her, but at the same
time since I don’t really think of myself as being born that way without a doubt, it doesn’t
feel true for me. I hope it’s true that I’m not condemned for this, but at the same time
these other people are saying that I’m going to burn in eternity for this.
And I don’t think it bothers Faith as much as it does me. When she was younger
all she did was play around on the farm, and between riding horses and school. Never
even thought about dating until around the time she met her first girlfriend; and she was
almost twenty. She’s not attracted to men whatsoever. She says she’s always enjoyed
the company of women and thinks they are what make the world go around. And she
doesn’t feel bad about it because she feels it’s wired within her, her natural instinct and
for that reason not something she can change. I guess she tried once in her mid-twenties,

112

but that didn’t last very long. It only made her attraction to women increase. I wish I felt
like she does because it’s messier for me in a way. I don’t have such a clear-cut answer.
Interpretation. The second story describes the courtship of two women, which
was arguably postponed several decades by the messages that were, or were not, present.
It is similar to Grace’s narrative in that the onset of same-sex love may have been delayed,
but in Gloria’s case, instead of a negative discourse, she heard nothing. Other than a
serendipitous and confusing kiss from Faith when she was a young woman, for which she
had no schema to create understanding, Gloria described being completely blind to
homosexuality. Since she had no access to the paradigm of same-sex love and relating, it
existed outside of her realm of life possibilities. On the other hand, Faith knew she was
attracted to Gloria, but having heard from Gloria’s mother from the outset that she was
not in support of the relationship, presumably an in-group message of homo-negativity
(Balsam & Mohr, 2007), she was dissuaded from pursuing her and dutifully complied.
Congruent with Grace’s story, it is also important to Faith and Gloria to be seen
and accepted. For both of them, this is the case in their romantic relationships, their
families, their friendships, and their church community, especially with the religious
leaders and with God. Gloria describes after having ascribed at a young age to the grand
narrative of heterosexual marriage and child bearing, making the realization of how
poorly this role actually fit her. Initially this caused her distress, but eventually she felt
emancipated by the counter-messages that came along with the women’s movement and
lesbian love. She experimented with gender roles and gender presentation, along with
sexual behavior. While she was attempting to re-negotiate her sexual identity, having
already built a family, Gloria also had to continue to negotiate her place and identities as
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a mother and wife. She rejected the idea of classifying herself and firm identification
with a community on some level, but on another level adopted many meaningful
friendships with lesbians and gay men with whom she felt more ‘at home,’ and
committed to a monogamous relationship with a woman. In this way, Gloria
subversively reconstructed notions of woman, and lesbian, as well as wife and mother
(Butler, 2008; Foucault, 1978).
Despite these subtle resistances, Gloria trying to maintain her identities as a
mother and partner proved to be challenged and strained in the face of negative messages
directed at herself and her children throughout her first same-sex relationship. The
overall message was, “gay people cannot get married and have children, so you must
ignore your need for same-sex connection so you can be a good wife, or at least mother
or you are worthless.” It seemed that Gloria was functioning in a double-bind in that she
was not afforded the option for a valued and balanced life in the way she desired, a stable
home inclusive of parental love and child rearing, regardless of whether or not she
actually claimed the label ‘gay.’
The messages that Faith and Gloria received from their larger familial, regional,
and religious cultures also proved difficult to understand and navigate historically and to
date. Discussions about same-sex love were few and far between, but there seemed to be
consensus for them that between the culture of the Bible Belt and their catholic families,
a sexual relationship between two members of the same sex was synonymous with shame,
silence, and sin. This clouded considerably the prospect of living an, ‘out and proud’
lifestyle in their families and small rural community, and made it an impossibility in their
church community. As a result, both Faith and Gloria had to negotiate getting their needs
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for love and connection met by one another, but dealing with the discontentment of living
in essence hiding from many social, societal, and spiritual realms.
This internal conflict was problematic for them personally, but exacerbated
spiritually given this secrecy is impossible with Catholicism’s omnipotent God. Faith
believed that since she was born gay, God must have had a hand in that, and hopefully
will accept her as such. This assertion is core to her own understanding in one sense, but
at the same time still fraught with doubt, as it is counter to everything she has been told.
Although Gloria feels secure in her love and connection with Faith, she also feels alone in
her lack of identification as a ‘strict’ lesbian. She cannot claim with any confidence what
others, like her partner, assert in relation to religious persecution. Being that her
sexuality is more fluid, this leaves her on uneasy ground with regard to “burning in
eternity.” When this was the message so widely adopted by those around her, it felt like
a huge risk to fail to take it seriously when she is not was sure of herself and her sexuality.
Gloria continued to look for messages that may reassure her feelings of fear and
ambivalence.
Final Comments
Messages. Two storied segments were chosen to ‘answer’ the first research
question, as they were identified as illuminating dominant discourses, or collections of
messages to which participants were subject throughout their lived experiences. In both
stories, themes arise around hearing how ‘bad’ it is to be gay. As these women were
growing up, if they learned anything about it, they learned that homosexuality (the label
most often used by participants) was something that was: unnatural, morally wrong,
deviant, all about sex, a choice, a homogenous lifestyle, and unacceptable. The ways in

115

which they heard about homosexuality confirmed that it was unmentionable, something
that must be denied or hidden, or a joke. There did not exist an open forum, even among
other gay individuals, that provided a way of discussing and understanding what
homosexuality even was, much less how to identify it in one’s own life or being.
Homosexuality was not to be explored, and certainly not acted upon or accepted. The
clear and only option according to the disciplined consequence of the time was utter
rejection in one form or another. The alternative message was in order to be valued,
meaning accepted by family and society, “get married to a man, then have children.”
Both Grace and Gloria did just this, at first. The next chapter will explore in greater
depth various psychological processes, such as how Grace continued to understand and
negotiate meaning from the above messages, as well as how a new character, Margaret
attempted to navigate through dominant discourse in similar and dissimilar ways.
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Chapter 5
Findings on Psychological Negotiations of Discourse
The following section explores the processes in which the women psychologically
negotiated through the dominant discourses that intersect into their daily lives. The
varying ways in which two of the four composite characters, Margaret and Grace, attempt
to process, try to understand, or make meaning of the cultural matrix of messages about
sexuality, spirituality, and aging to which they are subject in their lives will be
highlighted in the following two segments. They address the second research question.
Research Question 2
How do LBQ women psychologically negotiate these dominant discourses of
spirituality and aging in their lived experiences?
Margaret. Margaret, the fourth composite character, is relatively tall and thin,
complemented with a narrow face, pale white skin, and set slate gray hairstyle. The
combination of her piercing almond eyes and sophisticated wrinkles conveys a sort of
seriousness. She dresses casually in jeans and sweaters, and walks with a walker—purse
strapped onto the top, tennis balls on the bottom. She is super-intelligent and direct,
communicating a matter-of-fact practicality, but also has a kindness and innocence about
her personality. She is retired from a successful career in healthcare and now lives alone
with her pets. In this storyline, “I” return as the same friend (who had met Faith and
Gloria in later life), presented in the form of the unnamed fifth composite character. This
storyline begins as she introduces Margaret in more depth through the lens of their
longtime friendship beginning with co-habitation, then eventually moves into Margaret
telling her story firsthand in the subsequent segments.
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Storyline 3: Margaret, segment 1.
Part 1. “I” as the unnamed character, or ‘former roommate’ in this storyline,
begin this segment by talking about the women’s movement and my own experience of
developing a friendship and understanding of Margaret in order to contextualize her as a
character:
In the sixties, I was real involved in the National Organization for Women
(NOW). At the Women's resources center I led consciousness raising groups for a couple
of years on topics like violence against women, equal pay and job discrimination, body
image and self exams, and sexuality and lesbianism. Although most everywhere else
NOW was generally seen as a more conservative branch of the women's movement, we
were a bunch of radical feminists—at least my friends and I (who made up the core of the
local sexuality task force). At one point, I remember we were asked to talk less about
lesbianism in favor of focusing more on the topics primarily focused on heterosexual
women, which caused a real rift. There was so much disagreement about lesbianism, and
the role it should play. The NOW chapter leaders were seen as being "paranoid" about
the accusation that all feminists were lesbians. On the other side of things, I think their
denial of that “charge” actually drove some women away. Some of the lesbians left after
a local election was perceived as "rigged" in favor of a straight woman.
As for myself, although I wasn’t sure ‘all feminists were lesbians,’ I was
definitely under the impression ‘all lesbians are feminists.’ I changed my mind about that
shortly after I decided to move in with four lesbians. I thought it would be a lot of fun to
live in a big house with a bunch of women; which it was—and it was so cheap! We’d
found this huge five-bedroom house for sale and all they really wanted for it was sixteen
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thousand dollars. I loved that house. And my portion of rent, utilities, telephone, and
newspaper was like a hundred dollars a month. We’d have these ‘house meetings.’ Back
in the women’s movement everybody held those sort confrontation groups, where you
talk about problems every week so they don’t get built up. So I really got to know one of
my roommates, Margaret. She was not what I thought of as a feminist, or at least she
wasn't too political about it if she was. Meeting her I became more aware that some
lesbians adhered to the heterosexual role models of butch and femme. She herself was
more butch; she was real pretty, but wore her hair short, cut off above her ears and never
put on makeup. And she acted mannish too, like more tough or something. At first I was
really bothered by that. I thought it was a ‘tool of the patriarchy,’ exactly what we were
fighting against! However, I continued to spend time with her and eventually we became
real close friends. She thought the gay community could be just as defining as the
straight community, and she simply rejected that rigidity.
Margaret knew a lot of other gay people from the hospital where she was
working; they had this whole kind of underground group that was always socializing. I
really liked them a lot. They were a bunch of characters from all walks of life that all
shared the same interests. And they were real funny—always talking about ‘so and so’
from work, trying to determine if they were gay or not, because know one talked about it
openly there. Margaret told me one time she was in a meeting and they were discussing
this state mandate saying, “you have to show equal opportunity to people on the basis of
sexuality,” and one of the higher ups in the hospital administration said, “well we don’t
have any homosexuals here so I’m glad I don’t have to fool with that.” Sometimes I felt
bad for Margaret because since she wasn’t able to be as out as I was. Some people at the
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hospital may have had a pretty good inkling about their little clique, but didn’t seem to
care as long as they stayed to themselves and did their jobs. But no one said anything; it
was definitely an unspoken thing. Margaret told me occasionally some nosey folks might
make some offhand comment, and she would kind of go blank and then respond with
some monosyllable answer, or just ignore it. The whole group was real careful to never
give anyone a reason to scrutinize them, to raise any red flags. Margaret worked extra
hard to this end, holding all these leadership roles like editor of the journal, or officer in
some group or another. She did her part to keep her department looking good so nobody
had a whole lot to say to her.
But they didn’t believe in hard work with no play. When she was with that group
of friends that did know, she was at ease. She could just be herself. That’s how it was.
There were never any demands made on anybody else’s time or way of being or
identifying or anything, they just enjoyed each other’s company, and I felt comfortable
around them too. And they were so much fun; we would do a whole lot of crazy stuff.
We used to go to softball games together, camp out on sandbars over in Arkansas, and ski
the Mississippi. One time Margaret was pulling me from her boat and the current was so
swift it kept taking me under and she couldn’t get the boat around to get me up. I just
about burst an eardrum! They’ll still bring that one up, “I don’t know how much of the
Mississippi you drank that day!” Later when the water went down we had a heck of a
time pushing the boat back to where the water was...And there was the time when
somebody bet Margaret that she couldn’t ride a commode seat, so she literally waterskied on a commode seat down the Mississippi! It was quite a sight to see. Those were
some crazy damn trips—probably the Mississippi’s not the best place to water-ski;
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looking back we sure had a lot of fun, but I’m not sure some of them were more scary
then fun! I’d still take a boat out but I don’t think any of us would trust the Mississippi
anymore.
Between spending more time with that group and less time with the more radical
lesbians (most of whom had left the NOW whereas I’d stayed) I started becoming more
moderate in my viewpoint. I still believe that the women's movement "saved my life"- or
at least my sanity, but I eventually stopped attending NOW meetings. I never
consciously made the decision to leave the movement, but after we lost the fight for the
Equal Rights Amendment in 1970 it just lost a lot of momentum. I started focusing on
other things, met and fell in love with Celeste, and decided to move out of the communal
house and in with her instead. Everybody else ended up leaving within the next few
years. We all pretty much coupled up and settled down and hardly ever get together as a
group anymore. But I always stayed in touch with them, Margaret in particular.
Now that we are so darn old, we’re not physically up to doing the stuff we used to,
but we still like to grab a beer together. We got on the subject of religion when I was
complaining about having to go to church with Celeste. I’m agnostic so I get frustrated
with Celeste’s religious views sometimes, or at least I have trouble understanding them.
Margaret has been such a staunch atheist ever since I’ve known her that I was surprised
when she told me about her experience growing up in church.
Part 2. Here, Margaret speaks more about her own struggle, opening with the
experience of growing up as religious:
Yeah, I was brought up in the church. My family used to go to the Presbyterian
Church right down the street from where we lived. I’d go three times a week and I did
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the singing and the listening, I even loved to watch the pretty rituals they had. And I got
all those little pins for going to Sunday school all the time. I really loved vacation Bible
school because they had a craft time every day. I made a basket and I made a sewing box
out of an ice cream carton—that was my favorite part. What I was into with church was
getting those little pins and getting to make neat stuff. When I was around twelve, my
parents felt like that they wanted to go to a larger church that would have more activities
for young people, so we went to the Baptist church. That’s where I was confirmed. I
was there every time the doors were open. I went on Wednesday nights, I went on
Sunday mornings, I went on Sunday nights. The church thing was, ‘this is what we do.’
So I went through the motions. Thinking back, the church did not have that real an
impact on me at that time, other than maybe augmenting a structure in my life, and
handing me a set of beliefs. It’s really funny to think about now because I was probably
fairly obnoxious as a kid. I’d actually preach to people what I was hearing at Sunday
school even though I had no idea what I was talking about. I remember one time there
was a girl doing a project about evolution and I’m just up in her face about, “God didn’t
make us from monkeys!” She finally turned to me and said, “you don’t even know
enough to argue with,” which was really true and a good thing to tell me. I started to
question everything I had been told because I realized I didn’t understand any of it. It
was all real fuzzy to me.
So I started wondering things like, “how big that arc must have been, how could
two of every thing get on that arc?” and, “what is meant by taking the lord Jesus Christ as
your personal lord and savior…what? To save me from what?” They never really
explained any of that, just that you have to do it because, “God said so…Jesus said so.”
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It seemed to me that things just didn’t match up. I learned that all the other religions,
Islam, Buddhism—they all have the same kind of story. And several other gods were
also born in a manger around Christmas. Once you start thinking about it, the religions
ask you to believe things that are really contrary to your brain. Then, when I got to be
thirteen or so, my parents started sending me to youth group alone. Sometimes I’d bring
my younger brother but on this particular night it was just me; and this well-known
deacon—one of the men that always passed around the donation trays at Sunday service,
he approached me. I was so foolish I didn’t know what the man was doing except that it
hurt. When he got off of me he said, “don’t tell anybody about this, you’ll be sorry if you
do.” When I came home and I told my mother, she said, “Oh, please don’t tell your
father.” And she kept making me go to church, but nothing ever happened to that
pedophile. I thought that Christians were supposed to be these helpful, benevolent people
that you could trust, until this deacon decided to rape me. So that didn’t help—and my
mother’s response didn’t help either. I got to the point where I just said, “this is a
fairytale.” I don’t believe any of that stuff. I didn’t know then and I never really grasped
religion. I never found out what it was all about, none of it. I became an atheist instead
of an agnostic, dropped away from the church and never went back.
Religion can make people do horrible things. I think it can make you not think. It
gives you an easy excuse for doing stuff you wouldn’t otherwise do. Whenever I read
something in the paper, like all the young kids that have committed suicide because they
have been ‘outed’ when people put it on these computers everywhere, I can’t help but
think, “well that’s a good Christian for you.” These crimes seem to me to be primarily
religiously motivated, at least by conservative Christian thought, and I think that’s very
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sad that it would drive them to suicide. I don’t understand how people can have a belief
system that alienates them from other people. People throw their children out of the
house because they’re gay, or say, “if you won’t go to our church you’re not a son of
ours,” or they won’t go to a loved one’s wedding “for religious reasons.” My brother
refused go to his son’s wedding because he didn’t have it in a church. That’s ridiculous.
Nothing would have kept me away from my nephew’s wedding. I would have danced
naked on the beach with a bottle of champagne in each hand to be there if that was what
he required! You just don’t do that. It’s hard for me to understand anybody who
prioritizes a prophecy or religion above their children or their relationships. It doesn’t
make sense to me at all.
And now I think if I even tried to go into one of these churches, especially in my
area, and said to the minister, “I am gay, and I want to join your church,” I feel like
they’d stone me or try to. They’d say, “I’m sorry but we just don’t have a place for you.”
I do know a couple straight people who are affirming and religious. My last partner’s
mother was, but she died a few years ago. Other than her, it’s only my sister-in-law and
her son, my nephew. I’m crazy about them, and actually right after my older brother died,
I wanted to support her so I made the mistake of going with her to Sunday school on the
first Sunday she was ready to go back to church. When the minister said something
about homosexuals, I had to work real hard to remember why I was there. I wanted so
bad to stand up and say something, but I was there to support my sister-in-law. I know
firsthand there are churches that actively speak out against us. I’m never going to be
close to people who hate homosexuals.
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Their message is, “you shouldn’t be gay, that’s a sin.” Churches think it’s a
choice, and that it’s a wrong choice. They have no right to tell you that. If we could
choose to be gay or straight, nobody in her right mind would choose to be gay! I
definitely think it would have been a lot easier if I were straight. I mean look at all the
hell you had to go through back then. You didn’t dare act like you were coming out, or
tell your parents that you were gay because they’d kick you out of the house. And I tried
to go with different men. Back in high school I even slept with a few—it was always a
horrible experience! When I got to college I met a woman. I always noticed her sitting
in the cafeteria early in the mornings before class. One day she started talking to me and
asked me if I wanted to have coffee with her. I went, but was really terrified by the fact
that she was a woman, and was a few years older than me. She noticed I was all jittery so
she took my hand and said to me, “this is going to help,” then pulled me toward her and
kissed me. After that, it was just a no-brainer. All the fear was gone, and I thought, “this
is what I’m supposed to do the rest of my life.” I never ever kissed a man again. We
were together for ten years.
When I fell in love with her I did say to myself, “wow how’d that happen?”;
“what other experiences in my life happened that help me to understand?” With your
first partner you just talk about some of everything, you make connections about things
that happen like you never did before. It was a matter of thinking back on our lives and
the different things that we had gone through. I always had crushes on my teachers when
I was a little girl. Always, it was like I loved this lady more than anybody else in the
world. I felt I would do anything for her. I came to the conclusion that this is not just
who I am now, but who I was born to be and a part of who I’ve always been. I consider

125

myself a homosexual female, lesbian, whatever you want to call it, but strictly gay, not
anything else—meaning I am not straight in any sense of the word, I’m not attracted to
men and I never have been. I was maybe twenty-five before I told my brothers and father,
but I never told my mother. I never ever told her. She just assumed it, but she never
mentioned it. I was miserable when I used to have to hide.
If I could have chosen not to be gay, I would probably be a grandmother by now.
If I had had grandchildren—of course, first I would have had to have children—children,
then grandchildren. Anyway, hopefully they would have loved me, and we would have
gotten along because I’m very accepting. I don’t care if you’re straight, go for it and
you’ll have a better life. But if you’re gay, and you have to be gay, go for it. I would
have a partner if I were straight, a man. I would have had somebody to talk to and I
wouldn’t feel so lonely. Somebody to go to the movies with, somebody to go to dinner
with—oh it just would have been so much better! Being gay is not a choice, it’s
something you’re born with; it’s genetically determined. I’m sure of that.
Part 3. The unnamed composite character enters back into this storyline to share
a personal experience and empathic connection to her friend, Margaret:
It was probably six or eight months ago, I woke up in the middle of the night and
I couldn’t breathe—I just couldn’t get any air. The first thing that went through my head
was, “Maybe this is it…but I’m not ready to just check out!” I immediately called
Margaret since she’s a nurse and she told me I needed to see a pulmonary doctor. After I
managed to get some medicine, it turned out I was allergic to it and I broke out all over
all over my arms. It was just awful. They had to give me a shot to take care of the rash,
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put me on a nebulizer with what seemed like all kinds of stuff, which eventually knocked
me out. I was okay after that, but the whole thing scared me to death!
Other than the spell that night, normally I don’t worry about dying too much. I’ll
worry about losing my mind more. Every time I have little memory lapses or can’t recall
words it’s startling to me. I always think, “I hope its not Alzheimer’s!” I want to die
peacefully before that happens. Celeste and I never had any children, so we don’t have
much family to help take care of us if we become incapacitated—or at least oversee our
care if we end up in a home, where the quality of care always seems subpar. But she and
I have each other, at least for now. I know that Margaret being alone without kids or a
partner, that’s what she worries most about old age; the inability to take care of herself.
The problem is finding people that are good who are honest too. We have a
mutual friend who lives alone and after a pretty severe surgery hired a couple of
caretakers, and they ended up ripping her off. They took anything that wasn’t nailed
down; they got quite a bit of money and some valuable guns. One of them even used up
all her trash sacks in order to steal her food and take it home. It is bad enough to think
about someone stealing all of your money, but trusting that type of person with your life
and wellbeing, it gets really scary. You always hear those nightmares on the news.
Margaret has a good retirement so right now she is able to afford to pay someone to help
out with her meals and take her to appointments. She seems reliable enough, but she’s
not family, and some day Margaret’s needs for care may surpass what she is able to
provide for her.
I think that’s become more real for Margaret since she broke both of her hips this
past year. She was driving on a rainy day and slid into the back of a truck, which broke

127

her right hip. The second time she was at one of her nephews’ wedding and was using a
cane because she was still in recovery from the first fracture. It got caught on a rug and
she tripped and fell over, breaking her left hip. Upon her return home from the hospital, I
went over to check on her. The first thing I noticed when I walked into her house was the
clutter everywhere. The coffee table and the table by the sofa were completely covered
with papers and books and magazines that looked like they’d been there for months, all of
which I doubt she’d gotten around to reading. Margaret had always been a clutter bug
and a little scatter-brained, I’d learned that when we lived together in the house; but it
seemed to be getting much worse. I knew she wasn’t that mobile, but I worried she may
be feeling depressed too, especially with not seeing many folks very often. She wouldn’t
be able to drive for several months. And the thing is, she lives so far out in the country,
it’s just so hard for Celeste and me—and I’m sure others—to visit. Apparently, most of
the day she’d spend sitting on the couch watching TV until about midnight when she
goes to bed. I felt glad at least when she told me she found a psychologist who she sees
now whenever she can get into town, and she can really talk to her. She explained she
had been seeing a psychiatrist who prescribes her an anti-depressant and even something
for ADHD, but that she only spends a few minutes with her to figure out what
biochemically is going on and doesn’t think that talk therapy is the answer to anything.
The counselor however asks her questions and provides a different point of view about
things, which has seemed to help.
Part 4. Margaret’s voice returns here to shares with her friend her experience of
writing her will:
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Emotionally it’s been really hard. I cried two or three times through it so I would
have to stop—that’s why it’s not finished. It’s sad because I’m writing, in a way, the last
directions for what was my life. Sometimes I get sad about it. Sometimes I just say,
“people are so crazy because they want to be so significant, and they’re not.” I know that
I’m insignificant; I’m not even one tiny dot on the planet. But it still feels like a loss. I
won’t be able to talk to my nephew anymore…or, you or Celeste, or anybody. I’ll just be
gone…so that to me is sad. I think my nephews will miss me, but not their children. The
oldest is only five so they won’t even get a chance to know me …before I die.
I’ve given a lot of thought lately to what I want my funeral to look like. In
addition to how I want my property and things split up, I also have to write up what I
want to have said at my funeral. I don’t know who’s going to speak yet, to read what
I’ve written. It’s not going to be long. I want it to say that I was able to be a productive
citizen in spite of being a lesbian in the South. I had so many patients and students that
were just crazy about me. There were thousands over the years if you think about it, and
I still run into them. I was in the grocery store the other day and someone came up to me
and said, “I never would have made it if it hadn’t been for you!” I didn’t remember her,
but she understood and told me her name. So that should go in there somehow. I also
want it to say I have always been accepting of my sexuality…and of my spirituality. As
I’ve gotten older it’s become more and more important for me to be open about who I am.
I know people who are ninety years old and will be in the closet until they die, and I think
it’s stupid. How are you so important that you have to worry so much about whether or
not people think that you’re gay? They don’t give a damn. I’m an atheist, I don’t regret
it…and I will die an atheist…and I’m okay with both. I haven’t gotten past that part.
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I don’t know. My mother made it to 80, and I’m trying to make it to 80, but she
never had broken hips. She was however diabetic and had a lot of cardio-vascular
problems. She didn’t take very good care of herself so basically I am healthier than she
was. Hopefully I have some time, but I think I can accept it. I don’t feel sad about it. I
don’t feel glad, I just think it’s a fact of life, and it’s part of the cycle of life. I don’t
believe in reincarnation, so I don’t think I’ll be coming back as anything. I just feel like
when I die, that’s the end of it.
Interpretation. The introduction to Margaret in the narrator-like fifth character’s
voice highlights the role that she takes in comparison to other lesbian women in the late
sixties and early seventies. Gender presentation and political placement are themes
identified as Margaret as young woman navigates her personal life and career, with the
co-occurrence of both the women’s and gay and lesbian movements. Margaret was an
independent and strong woman, with a successful career and no children. She also
identified personally and unapologetically as a lesbian, and from a fairly early age.
Although her values of inclusivity and equality may have been congruent with Feminism
at the time, she did not take on the social activist role of ‘Feminist.’ Butler (2008) makes
the argument that in order to prevent being vulnerable to political control and regulation,
we must resist adhering to these representational categories, as Margaret does.
In some ways, Margaret was caught between the women’s and gay and lesbian
movements, particularly around the idea of visibility. She was career driven, achieved
higher education and a high-ranking position in the medical field, which also put pressure
on her. Margaret was in a position of vulnerability and vigilance. She had to be careful
to do an outstanding job to legitimize her value as a female employee at the hospital, but
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also to ward off any questions about her sexuality. Had she been outspoken about her
being a lesbian, she would have put at risk the achievements she fought to make as a
woman.
Margaret’s one way of outwardly connecting to her lesbianism was her gender
presentation. Although this was not always an entirely conscious process, expressing
herself as more butch in subtle ways not only allowed Margaret to feel a sense of
congruence, but also provided a way of identifying and relating with other gay and
lesbian people. In a heterosexist work setting, ‘homosexuality’ was something that went
unspoken, and Margaret in this way acted in accordance with the rules of her
environment. However, her and others’ mannerisms had served as covert statements to
one another—and maybe even some other more perceptive, but generally tolerant
heterosexual people—but necessarily went under the administration’s radar. Again we
see Margaret ‘queering’ the narratives around her this time by approaching gender with
flexibility, and thus fluidity.
This too came into conflict with the ideals of the gay and lesbian liberation
movement, which at the time endorsed lesbian pride and rejection of gender roles.
Margaret was living with a house full of lesbians, and her social circles included nearly
all gay and lesbian individuals; however, she did not take a political stand within the
movement, was not out when it came to societal circles, and somewhat substantiated the
gender binary of butch vs. femme, all of which proved problematic to some Feminists
(Butler, 2008). In her personal life, Margaret rejected rigidity in any system. She valued
her freedom and privacy, and chose to spend her time relating with others in love and fun,
rather than concerning herself with rules and restrictions that could prove divisive and
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polarizing. Insofar as these purposes were fulfilled and she could be true to herself with
the gay and lesbian community, Margaret was happy to be a part of it; but she declined
the expectation to take on the prescribed responsibility of outspoken political activism.
Margaret was a free thinker, independent and educated; above all, she was a
seeker of knowledge. Her psychological processes were largely motivated by her values
of acceptance and inclusivity, finding belonging from others but also preventing others
from feeling ‘less than.’ Her decisions to look outside of the narratives before her, even
when at face value they may have seemed affirming, are indicative of this quest.
Margaret readily denied the status quo when it was incongruous with her own truth. This
was the case in her experience of religion. While religion just confused her when she
was younger, as Margaret sought more knowledge and explored her own understanding,
she found it to be harmful and even cruel to others at times, and heard very few messages
to the contrary. For her, religion did not provide a space for compassion, acceptance of
self and others, as it should, but rather provided a set of judgments about people with
which, based on personal experience (e.g., sexual orientation not being a choice, and
therefore not a sin), Margaret fundamentally disagreed. She came to believe that religion
only provided an alternative to acceptance and path toward detachment.
Although Margaret has lived her life seeking both knowledge and connection,
through several breakups and a loss of her life partner, and never having the opportunity
to have children, Margaret found herself fairly isolated in her old age, which was
extremely emotionally difficult. She sought support with her depression from mental
health providers and tried to connect with friends, but like her, many of her peers were
not as accessible as they once were. In addition to mourning the loss of her thrill-seeking,
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fun-having younger self and foundation for friendships, she became particularly worried
in anticipation of losing more autonomy and potentially having to be dependant on others,
most likely strangers. In many ways, Margaret has lived her life as an independent
woman, but this identity has become threatened as she’s aged. Not only might her
identities of ‘independent’ and ‘seeker’ be compromised, but her ability to emotionally
connect to others may also be further hindered, as it had begun to be following her hip
fractures.
Outside of physical restraints, Margaret described her own psychological paths of
belonging and self-acceptance were at times conflicted. For her, the ultimate truth about
humanity is that outside of our lifespan on the Earth, we are otherwise meaningless. This
truth on one hand magnifies the importance of her current relationships with others, since
that is all to which she can stake claim. On the contrary, this meaning system also
requires that Margaret work toward accepting the unimportance of her own existence, or
nonexistence. This ambivalence is identified in the context of Margaret compiling her
last will and testament. She desires acknowledgement of her impact on others—that she
did matter; and, she also attempts to let go of the need for recognition from others—to
accept that she will be dead and gone, and no longer matter.
Storyline 1: Grace, segment 2. Here, Grace from her own perspective revisits an
earlier time in her life, and in this recollection describes (again, to no one in particular)
another story about her own personal reactions and responses to her becoming more
aware or her selves within her surroundings:
Part 1. I have a memory that I’m sitting in church, same spot near the back of the
sanctuary on the right, different church—very different church, and 40 years prior. In
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this church, there is no shouting, no ‘amen’ing, not even any gospel back then. That kind
of stuff is not ‘sophisticated’ so everyone is quiet and demur. We sing anthems, hymns,
and just beautiful things. I notice the musky smell, the glimmer of sunlight shining
through the yellowed stained glass, the hard wooden pew against my back. I’m aware of
these details because it’s the first time in my life I had allowed myself to feel. I can’t
remember what the minister was preaching about that day in particular, but I know the
civil rights movement is still going strong and although I wasn’t heavily involved in it, it
brings me a new awareness.
As I sit there I feel a spark of anger grow inside of me as I start to think about
sermons over the years—right there in church, preaching against Dr. King, and back
when Kennedy ran for president, against the Catholics, handing out literature about how
the Pope’s going to run the country if Kennedy gets elected. They were burning books
and preaching against intellectuals and professors, against thinking—they don’t want you
to think. They only want you to believe what they say. It hadn’t occurred to me to
question anything because that’s how I grew up; I thought what I was supposed to think.
It was like being in the womb—as long as you’re in there, you’re safe and you’re
protected. If you believe what they believe, you’re safe. But you can’t grow in the
womb, you can only get so big and if you come out and challenge the things they believe
then you’re not one of the protected, beloved ones. I looked at the people around me, and
felt I began seeing them for the first time. I thought to myself, “these people are
hypocrites, God is not in this place.” In that moment it dawned on me I had been in
denial about the church, just like I had been about my love for women.
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Six months earlier, I’d quite literally woken up one morning overwhelmed by the
most powerful feeling. I didn’t know what it was—I didn’t recognize the emotion, but
with it came a stark realization that I was in the wrong place. I couldn’t handle it. I
didn’t know what to do. I just cried silently as I lay in my bed. My husband didn’t
notice—he went to work like any other day. After he left I called the crisis intervention
center and by the end of the day I ended up in an inpatient unit at the hospital. That
became my home for seventeen days, and boy did I learn a lot. They didn’t mess
around—group therapy four times a day: a big group when you woke up, a little group,
another little group, and then a big group again before bed. That’s when I learned about
feelings and how important they are. That is when I started to feel. See the thing is,
when you start covering up one feeling, you cover up all of them. I felt what I was
supposed to feel. They told me, “when you grow up, you’ll get married and have
children, and be happy.” So, I grew up, I got married, I had children, I was happy. I was
as happy as an Amway salesman! But I wasn’t you see.
Part 2. The first feeling that I had, I was taking a shower and became aware that
it felt…good, the hot water hitting my back, blanketing my skin, enveloping warmth
around me, cleansing me. It was pitiful. It made me sad to realize that I had not paid
attention to myself. After that, I began to pay attention to all my feelings. I had been
continuing going to counseling after my breakdown, and one day my therapist asked me,
“how do you feel when a man comes on to you?” and I said, “first I feel threatened and
then I feel angry” and that was sort of a defining moment—I walked out of her office that
day on cloud nine because I finally knew who I was, and it had been confirmed by
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somebody. I had a husband and three kids, but that day I knew without a doubt I needed
to be with a woman in every way.
After I discovered my feelings about women I started to understand why I had
been such a strong state of denial all those years. There was no woman in the picture at
the time. I just had thoughts and desires. I used to have these fantasies of going to sleep
at night being held closely by a woman, and I could relax and be able to go to sleep. At
the time I thought, “well that’s a nice little game to play to go to sleep,” but it wasn’t ever
serious. I had my first girlfriend when I was 3 years old, not that there was anything
sexually happening. I was just crazy about this little white girl that lived down the street.
We used to play together all the time until her mother decided I couldn’t come back to
her house anymore. I remember I never understood why and I felt so sad. Now I think it
had to do with me being me being a negro—that was the ‘proper’ word back then. And I
only began to think of her as my first girlfriend after I came to recognize my own
sexuality. I knew I always loved other girls, but because we related well or something. I
knew I didn’t relate to boys. I knew all of that. I just didn’t know that it was a sexual
thing. I had no idea. You bury that feeling, then you have to bury others too, you bury
any feeling that gets you a threatening response from other people. And you bury it from
yourself too.
My life became complicated. My husband refused to get a divorce because of his
‘religion’—he wasn’t religious, he just had this thing about divorce. But I wanted a
relationship with a woman, so I left and I got an apartment. I had a friend who was gay
so she introduced me to people. I got in the women’s movement and hung out with a lot
of lesbians. The first time I fell in love it was with the woman who ‘brought’ me out.
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She had already accepted who she was, but I was not there yet so that was one of the
hardest parts. Self-acceptance was a long process. In that relationship, I never identified
as lesbian. One on hand even now I’ve always felt like it depended on the person I loved,
not their sex; but, I knew I loved women more. I felt safer with them, and found them
interesting while men were boring—except gay men, who I love! It was funny because it
wasn’t even that long ago when it hit me one day, “Faggots!” and I realized what my
grandmother’s mannerism had meant.
And people did talk. When my ex-husband got remarried for instance, at first I
could not go to their place without his wife wanting me to come in to have coffee and sit
and talk, just super friendly. After she found out though, she literally had a fit. She
threatened to tell the school, “I’ll bet there’s some parents that don’t know that a queer is
working with their children!” I thought she was going to tell the whole system. Back
then, it was dangerous because you might get beat up or run off; but worst of all, people
were losing their children. At the very least I think I would have been fired. They could
have found some reason to get rid of me and I didn’t want to lose my retirement. I had
already come out to three teachers who were friends of mine, but I couldn’t come out to
the students or everybody else. I did finally decide to tell my boss. When I asked him if
it was going to be a problem he said, “well if you were having sex with girls it would be,”
and I go “well wouldn’t it be a problem if I was having sex with boys? “And he goes
yeah, and I said, “I don’t do kids.” You know that’s always the stereotype.
On one hand, all this made it very hard coming out and learning how to accept
and acknowledge myself. I wondered who I was in God’s eyes, “did I even believe in
God?” And if so, “who did he create me to be?” I started to go to workshops in the

137

summers to hear different women like Elisabeth Kubler Ross and Barbara Brennan speak.
I attended some past life workshops and learned healing touch. I had a lot of sort of
‘spiritual psychotherapy’ sessions and ended up enrolling in a class in sociology of
religion—it was kind of a comparative religion class and it wasn’t just about different
denominations, it was about world religions, Buddhism and polytheism. It seemed to me
like the major faiths all said the same thing, they all have a version of commandments
and most of the commandments are really similar. I read books like, ‘Living Buddha
Living Christ’ because they have the sayings of Jesus right beside the sayings of Buddha.
“Oh, the Buddha sounds just like Jesus,” and then I go, “oh no it’s Jesus that sounds like
the Buddha, Buddha was here 600 years before Jesus, but the sayings are just almost
identical.”
It was really was the conversations with my family though that ended up helping
me to sort through and reconcile how I felt about myself. I had with my brother the same
conversation I’d had with my boss because he got kind of paranoid about it, and I told
him, “I didn’t have sex with your sons when I was straight.” I’m not into kids. I always
think that’s weird. I try not to be hypersensitive about it, but it really offends me that
people think that, no less your own family. My father was usually this real playful, funloving type of person, but his first comment was simply, “the Bible says it’s wrong.”
Thankfully he went on, “I really don’t understand it, but I’ve never seen you more happy.”
He embarrassingly admitted he was concerned about me getting a sexually transmitted
disease and was afraid I wouldn’t have somebody to take care of me in my old age. I told
him, “well those are possibilities, but I would be more likely to get a disease from a man
than a woman.” I said, “a lot of gay relationships don’t last as long as heterosexual
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relationships, but women live longer than men, and my relationships with men aren’t
exactly lasting too long these days anyway.”
Now, I had to do research and not just accept it at face value when someone said
something like, “well the Bible says so.” I recall one day being with my grandmother as
a young girl. We were riding in her car on the way to the library. We pulled up in front
of the school when the kids were getting out of school—it was a white school and this
little kid pointed at us and yelled, “oh look at the niggers!” I looked to my grandmother
exasperatedly, “Why did they do that?! Why did he call us that?!” My grandmother
didn’t respond to my questions; instead, she calmly told me to make sure the door was
locked and drove on. When we got to the library, she took me to the dictionary to look
up what the word ‘nigger’ meant and where it came from. So when I got to dealing with
my sexuality and people telling me what’s right or that I’m going to hell, I am sure as hell
not going to just accept it as truth because that’s what you think. I’m going to do the
research.
A cousin and aunt really made me angry when they said they didn’t agree gay
people should have equal rights. They told me they thought that I was going to go to hell.
My cousin brought up that scripture, Romans 1:26-28. I told her, “Show me in the Bible
where it says I’m going to hell.” You’ve got to tell me why the Bible said it, and then
you got to tell me who wrote the Bible—God may have written the Bible through humans
but human beings wrote the Bible—you’ve got to look at the rules and rituals that were
going on then. You need to provide the background information, to verify that it’s not
just about a thought or about a tradition. We didn’t have the computers back then, so she
had to scramble to try to find these answers. It’s always about a compilation of
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information, emotions, heritage, all of that. Between she and my aunt and I, we went
round and round with scripture, but since I had taken all those religion classes and
workshops I knew what I was talking about, which made me be able to respond to her in
a manner that was for me spiritual and intellectual. All the time and energy I spent
searching, questioning others and trying to put something valid in front of somebody else
was first for the purpose of getting people out of my face, not necessarily because I had to
know for myself what’s true. But it did help to reinforce my own feelings about
acceptance. Finally, I reached a point where I just felt I wanted no secrets, it became like
“hey this is who I am, I’m not hiding anything.” For me, that’s important. It’s about
being real; being real about what you think and how you interact with people. It’s never
as simple as ‘that’s just the way it is.’
Interpretation. The second story about Grace begins with her describing another
memory of her sitting in church, but much younger, making the realization about how
disconnected she was, and how stagnant the surrounding environment was for her. She
felt it seemed to be endorsing ignorance and she no longer wanted to be protected from
whatever it was she was supposed to fear. She was first angry and like Margaret, left the
church. She began to understand her spiritual identity as existing parallel with, and
perhaps catalyzed by, her sexual identity, suppressed and emotionally out of touch. In
this way, Grace did not leave the church because of its stance on homosexuality, but her
break from the church corresponded with her leaving her marriage because it was
precipitated by her awakening towards her own thoughts and emotions. She turned
toward exploring self and realized she needed to both heal and construct new meaning in
her life. Although she knew she wanted to be with a woman and dated a little bit, it was
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actually not same-sex love that Grace sought to meet these needs, but instead mental
health treatment and support from friends.
Through this transition, Grace eventually adopted a critical stance to the subtle
messages about gay people she’d heard early on, which particularly became the case after
she started coming out and had to actively navigate a negative backlash, such as more
direct criticism and ongoing stereotyping. As a young child, Grace learned from her
grandmother how to handle racism in her community in calm and reasoned manner; and
when it came to heterosexism, Grace knew to approach it with the same lens of nondefensive wisdom, building knowledge and understanding rather than just reacting. The
process of having to defend herself when challenged by others around her empowered her,
enabling her to explore instead of argue—even though Grace certainly did not shy away
from a disagreement or critical discussion, restrained resistance.
This openness to psychological exploration for Grace facilitated processing
questions about who she was in God’s eyes, and her own. Having grown up in a
Christian, African American family in the South in the 1940s, she was certainly subject to
many complex and layered messages about religion and sexuality, race and gender—and
even moreso recently, age—of which she had to become aware before she could even
challenge them. For example, at one point in discussion with her father, she encountered
her own internalized homonegativity, “lesbian relationships don’t last as long as
heterosexual relationships.” Although ultimately the more knowledge Grace acquired,
the better she felt about herself, she continuously experienced hurt and self-doubt in the
face of other’s perceptions, and described self-acceptance as an ongoing and difficult
process for this reason.
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Final Comments
Psychological processes. The second research question attempted to examine
and illuminate several convergent and divergent themes that related to the ways in which
some LBQ-identified women construed and responded to the messages and norms around
spirituality, sexuality, and aging among which they lived. The intersectionality of
religion and public discourse on love and sexuality became more apparent as these
women navigated adulthood, with which markedly came an increased search for meaning
and further attempts to meet their needs for connection to others. Each of the women in
this section reached a point in which they experienced a sense of unrest, with what
seemed to be a discrepancy between the religious teachings to which they had always
been exposed and the truths of their own experiences. When they looked more closely at
religious expectations, they saw hypocrisy—a system that was supposed to provide
wisdom, purpose, and community, but instead seemed to stifle these. More specifically,
love seemed to be a core construct for meaning in their lives; however, the ability to
connect with others, and even oneself, seemed to be restricted if not altogether
contradictory in the context of the church. Recognition of this incongruity precipitated a
more active and intentional search. Furthermore, they realized that the churches to which
they belonged did not encourage this process of learning through questioning—nor did
they condone the human emotions and connections that had begun to bring them
enhanced meaning, such as falling in love with a woman.
Even though both Margaret and Grace engaged in examining and re-examining
religious discourse, this psychological process looked different for each of them.
Margaret foreclosed on the idea of religion entirely after years of hearing implausible
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messages about religious doctrine, her response to which having turned from skepticism
to rejection after being sexually abused by a leader in the church. Grace, on the other
hand also turned away from religion, but choose a path of spiritual seeking, wanting more
critically, but also more deeply to understand both the misguided tenets and the more
valid (to her) emotional aspects of spiritual traditions. For example, when each
discovered that similarities existed among several world religions, Margaret made sense
of this information as evidential of the mythical nature of all religion; whereas, Grace
made meaning that religion must have some universal validity. One path led to a
departure from while the other led to a deeper adherence to spirituality, but both truths
facilitated more genuine identification with self and greater intimacy with others on all
levels, romantic, platonic, familial, and communal.
Personal growth was important to both women in these stories. Not only was this
true with regard to their formulating spiritual beliefs and constructing meaning in life, as
well as their identities in relationship to intimate partners and meaningful family
members; but this was also the case regarding their roles and expressions of self in
society in general, especially with sexual orientation. Though the women represented
distinct coming out stories and went through very different life circumstances, one having
married and created a family, the other dating only women in her adult life, as each
approached middle and late life, they became more strongly identified with and open
about their identities. It seemed that the older they got, the less willing to hide they
became.
Although this inclination seemed to come out of a sense of self-acceptance and
was certainly indicative of a personal pride, it was also related to the theme of connection
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to others, to something larger than oneself. The desire to tell or to document one's story,
or “her-story,” was present regardless of spiritual orientation. It went beyond, “I accept
myself” to, “I accept myself regardless of what others think of me,” and finally, “I accept
myself and want others to know about me.” Similar to investing in personal learning and
growth, impacting others through this acquired knowledge and experience was important
to Grace and Margaret, especially when they considered approaching end of life. The
next chapter discusses further character subjectivities and understandings that came out
of the processes described in this chapter, including behaviors, identities, and meaning
systems.
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Chapter 6
Findings on Enactments and Understandings of Self
The stories included in this section are related to the ways in which each of the
four composite characters lived with, or enacted, the messages, they received over their
lives, and the thoughts and feeling that resulted; but also how those psychological
processes informed their behaviors and identities—the ways in which they saw
themselves and lived their lives today. They “answer” the following research question.
Research Question 3
How is this negotiation enacted in their day-to-day experiences and
understandings of self?
Storyline 2: Faith and Gloria, segment 2.
Part 1. Again the fifth “I” begins from a third-person perspective in order to
provide some contextual and background information that she has learned about Faith
and Gloria:
Gloria’s mother was with Sylvia for 35 years, all the way up until she died. It
wasn’t until then that Gloria and Faith became a couple. Gloria told me that since her
mother was in a same-sex relationship herself, “she was afraid and didn’t want that life
for me.” Apparently Faith had said something to her mother way back in the beginning
and she told her no, she didn’t want that life for me, so Faith respected her wishes. Faith
is like that, an intensely compassionate person, always willing to attend to others; and
although she is honest and has a humorous streak, she’s never sarcastic or mean. Gloria
told me that as long as she’s known Faith, you’d never hear anybody say anything bad
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about her. That’s just the way she was, everybody—all her peers and everyone she knew
was crazy about her.
When Gloria talks about Faith, it’s as if she’s a giddy schoolgirl. One can see
why; across the lot of their gorgeous farm in rural Tennessee Faith has a kind of ‘James
Dean’ quality about her as she drives up on the giant tractor, hops off in one fell swoop,
and starts to stack heavy square hay bales onto the tractor-trailer, slinging one after the
other all the way up, as easily as if she was stacking decorative pillows on a freshly made
bed. Her subtle toughness and strength reminds me of Celeste in a way. Her lean body is
dressed in jeans and an old timey flannel, as she struts up to join us after a hard day’s
work in the sun. “Howdy,” she says. She hesitantly reaches out for a handshake, as her
hands are dusty from working; they feel worn and textured, but gentle at the same time.
Gloria says, “I don’t hardly see how a 40-year-old could do the things that she can do.
She can do twice the work of somebody that age.” Then jokes, “but I don’t think she
knows that she can’t do some things too.” She goes inside to grab a couple of Michelob
Ultra’s for her and Celeste. When she comes back out, she hands them the cold
beverages and suggests I help her in the garden out back. Faith and Celeste head over to
the barn to visit with the horses.
Part 2. The “I” in this part is still the same ‘church friend’ beginning this part
where the last part left off, but with a more omniscient third-person lens in order to
describe an interaction that happens between her partner, Celeste and Faith, before
moving back into her first-person voice as the fifth composite:
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As she opens the gate to the horse pasture Faith asks Celeste, “Hey what did you
think of that sermon last week when the Priest said that he has a gay nephew right from
the pulpit?!”
“That was pretty wild, I didn’t know what to think. Nobody ever talks openly like
that about gay people in church!” They approach the entrance of the barn, as two big
chestnut colored horses mosey slowly over to greet the two women, noses outstretched
for anticipated affection.
“I know. None of the priests I’ve ever heard have admitted that they had a family
member that was gay, and it seemed to me he’s actually accepted in their family. It kind
of got me thinking. I might discuss it with him, but I’m still not really sure where he
stands on the subject.” Celeste replies, “I know the church’s stance on homosexuality.
You can have a relationship with a friend, with anybody—but the sex, the sexual
relationship is the whole sticking point.”
Celeste pauses from petting the large neck beside her,
“Are you thinking about telling him about you being with Gloria?”
Faith bats the flies off the horse’s face, “I don’t know, maybe. I want to tell someone, but
I worry that he will say it’s not okay, and then I will have to choose. We finally found a
church we like, it’s nice and quiet. We love the preacher and he doesn’t doddle around
with those sing-song sermons. My sister even goes there now—and there is no doubt the
Catholic church is where I belong. I go to church every Sunday in part because of my
whole family’s history, everybody went to church, that was just the accepted thing to do.
But I do, I believe that’s the right thing to do.” The horse gently nudges Celeste’s arm as
a reminder, and she continues to rub his smooth hair as she replies, “Right, ever since we

147

were in grammar school we’ve been told by the church sexual relations between two
people of the same sex, that was a sin, not acceptable.”
“I quit receiving Holy Communion once I started being with women. I haven’t
taken it in over 50 years. Gloria hasn’t in 25. I don’t think we should be receiving the
sacraments if we know that we’ve committed sin and we’re not sorry for it. But I don’t
know, I’ve just been thinking lately as I get older I need to figure out where I stand pretty
soon. I need to discuss it with someone in the church to figure it out.”
“ I know what you mean. A lot of folks just go blindly through life, receiving the
sacraments and all that, even though that’s laid out as being a sin. You know there are
other people at church like us. At least those two ladies who always come to mass
together, you can just tell by their demeanor.”
“Uh huh. And I feel right about going to church, but I’m not going to say I’m
sorry for doing something I’m not sorry for. I would still really like to receive Holy
Communion though; I’d love to see that happen before I die. I guess I want it both ways,
I want them to know about us, and I want to have it my way. Hell’s a place I don’t want
to go to especially, and by especially I mean not at all! Maybe it’s just a rationalization,
but it ought to count for something if you’re an honest and good person. I think hell’s for
murderers and pedophiles, you know really bad people. I want to go to heaven when I
die, I want to be with God. I think we all do. Gloria fears too. She worries that we may
go to purgatory until the sins on our souls are resolved or paid off. Or worse, burn for
eternity. She wants proof, but seems to me according to the Bible there’s nothing
definitive, and I don’t want a manmade rule either. I have no intention of giving up my
relationship, and I don’t feel bad about it, Gloria means everything to me.”
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“I know, I’m not willing to leave my relationship, but I don’t want to go to Hell
either. I do still think the sex part, that’s a sin”
“Well, I do too kind of, but in the eyes of the church, not really in my eyes… I
don’t know anymore. If the sexual relationship is the kicker I just want to see what
they’re saying about that. I think that a whole lot of folks are coming to the realization
that this is the way some folks are, not a choice, and the Catholic Church itself has
evolved into a more ‘keeping up with the times’ religion. At least when we were much
younger it seemed that the priest of the sisters enforced a whole lot of the rules that were
just overbearing, and now it seems to be far more approachable and progressive.”
“I guess you’re right, especially since some of the hierarchy of the church down
the years have not gone by their own rules of celibacy either—but who knows, maybe
they’re just going to hell too.”
“I heard about this Catholic Church in California where same sex relationships are
accepted—but I don’t know, it might be hearsay. And a friend of mine in
New Orleans talked to a priest down there, but he just sort left it on the fence, he didn’t
really have anything to say except you had to make up your own mind it wasn’t really
accepted as a practice. I thought that sounded like a strange answer, but I’d want to find
out for myself and I haven’t really talked to anybody in depth yet. I probably ought to
get off my ass and do something more significant about finding out if there are other
reasonable—and I shouldn’t say reasonable options, wanting to keep doing what I want
to do right or wrong. I’m hoping to get the best of both worlds, but that may not be the
way it will actually play out. Maybe that’s why I haven’t gone to find out. Sometimes I
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just think there’s no sense in worrying about it until it happens, we have enough to worry
about.”
“Well I can understand where you’re coming from, but it’s important to me to be
in good standing in the eyes of the church. It affects everything that matters, our funeral,
where we go when we die. At least right now it’s seems clear enough to me that the sex
is the part that was making the difference so we just no longer have any and that suits me.
The sacraments mean too much to me to risk it.”
“Really? And you’re partner’s okay with that?”
“It seems like the only solution and we are old enough that it doesn’t make any
difference anyway. We haven’t really talked about it much, but she seems okay with it.
Otherwise, our relationship has stayed the same.”
“I guess you’re right, in time that will no longer be an issue, as we get older that
drive probably fizzles. But I don’t know, I’m 74 and I don’t feel old, and I can do a lot.
And I think that sex does make a difference.”
Faith sighs in frustration as they head toward Gloria and me sitting in the wooden lawn
furniture drinking iced tea.
Faith makes eye contact with Gloria from across the lawn, “I know I probably
should morally follow through and give that up, but—the sex part thing, I just prefer
really not to—I want my cake and eat it too!” Then she glances back at Celeste just
before they approach us, “I’m still attracted to Gloria, and that’s an important part in our
relationship. I want them to change instead of me you see because I believe that it’s just
the way I am.”
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I notice their facial expressions seemed slightly tense as they return to the front
lawn, and I was curious about what they were discussing. I noticed Faith grab Gloria’s
hand as she sat down next to her on the wooden bench. Celeste subtly and in one motion
stroked my back and nape of my neck.
Part 3. Again, the fifth “I” introduces this story with a brief description of her
entry into learning more about her friend, before Gloria begins to speak:
The next Sunday, Faith and Gloria are not at church because Gloria isn’t feeling
well. They hadn’t missed a Sunday since they started attending, so I was worried and
decided to stop by to check on her. When I got to their house, Gloria was laying down,
feeling pretty down and real discouraged. Apparently, she had gone all the way into the
city yesterday to return a DVD player and realized she didn’t have her receipt when she
got to the store—and on top of that, they told her she must have bought it at a different
store entirely. She had to go through all kinds of trouble to try and find out from where it
had come and how to return it, which really took a toll on her back, body, and spirit.
Gloria responds:
The thing I’m most afraid of is forgetfulness. I know I retell things a lot. You
can just remind me, “you already told me that.” And I’ll go, “okay” so you don’t have to
hear the whole story again. Sometimes with really good stories I’ll even write down who
I’ve already told them to so I don’t repeat them. But yesterday was so frustrating, and so
uncomfortable. I even thought I knew the exact date that I’d bought it, but I had no proof.
I was almost crying right there in the middle of the store. I always put my receipts in the
same place and when I got home I went through the box four times! I kept getting it out
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and looking again and I couldn’t find it, when all the rest of them were right there
together. Some days I just feel like I can’t remember anything anymore.
I get so worried that I’m getting Alzheimer’s. A few weeks ago I went to visit my
first girlfriend, in the nursing home—she had Alzheimer’s. Everybody told me “she may
not remember you.” And, sure enough, I walked in the room and I knew she didn’t know
me. She was in a wheelchair, and I bent over and said, “do you not remember me? We
lived together for 10 years.” She looked up and said, “well you look familiar.” I was
anticipating that she wouldn’t remember me, but it was sad. I think her not remembering
me affected me more than I let myself be upset at the time since Faith was there with me.
And there is this couple we’re friends with. Ever since one of them had a mini-stroke her
memory keeps getting worse and worse. We all went out to dinner the other day and she
asked about five times if we’d ordered our food yet. Finally, I wrote on a piece of paper,
“we have ordered” and put it in front of her, and she went, “thank you.” At home she
keeps notes in her pocket, but then she’ll forget to look at them. She’s getting
increasingly fearful to be away from her partner. It’s really hard on her partner, it’s really
wearing her out. I try to give her massages at least once a month just to pet on her and
stuff, but it’s real painful to watch. I think it’s the worst thing that can happen when you
get older. I just don’t want my mind to go.
I told her, “I have days like that too. My daddy had Alzheimer’s; it’s a terrible disease.”
Gloria continues:
I don’t really know what you do about it though. I’m sure worrying is probably
not a good thing to with your brain. If you can’t do something to change it, then it
doesn’t really help to worry about it. I know I’ve got a piece of cake for a life, I’ve got
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my own nice little warm house and car that’s completely paid off, I have an amazing
partner who loves me and takes care of me, four loving sons and four grandchildren. I
am really blessed, and I need to be happy. I’d like to live to be one of those people that
lived to be 100, like my great-grandmother, to see my grandkids grow. But then again I
don’t know if I’d want to watch all my friends die. About 70% of them have some fairly
significant health issues, there’s only a few of them that haven’t slowed down much. I
know people who retire and then they just feel lost and they don’t know what to do with
themselves. I feel like I still do a lot even though I may not have as much energy as Faith,
and I do have a limit with my pain. It’s all over my body, I mean my neck and shoulders
hurt—everything hurts. And I get more tired more easily, but I love my activities. I have
to be outside gardening or riding horses, or making things in my workshop. I think I’d
like to live as long as I can keep my mind. But I don’t want to be here and not know that
I’m here.
I feel bad for Faith. She’s in better health than most people her age, and even
though I’m younger, my health is deteriorating faster than hers with my fibromyalgia. I
have diabetes too, but it’s type one—of course anything can happen. My brother ran
marathons at 70, but when he was 71 years old he was running in the park one Sunday
and dropped dead right there, just all of a sudden. He had an embolism, I think. Faith
says, “I could get run over by a tractor tomorrow.” But I still don’t perceive that I would
be the one having to take care of her. She took care of both her parents here at the house,
so for the most part I think that a lot of my care can be here at home as long as we don’t
need too much medical assistance. For years we talked about building a house out on
that 200 acre lot that we own, but we decided that it’s so far out it might not be a smart
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thing to do in case one of us were to get sick and need to get to a hospital. Plus we’re
much more aware of money. We’d been planning on selling this one before the economy
dropped out.
Even though Faith says she wants to take care of me for the long haul, who knows
how far down the path this goes and how long she’ll be physically able? So I’m like,
“what about you?” She thinks we don’t have to think about that too soon. Faith’s father
died when he was 91, so she figures she has maybe another 20 or 30 years, but if she
keeps burning her candle at both ends, I don’t know if she’s going to make it or not. I
hope that my sons will be around then too, but right now only one of them lives nearby. I
know they’d take care of her just like they would me, they see her as a stepmother.
“They’re your boys, and who knows how the system of the care is going to be at that
point down the road?” Faith will say. If you don’t have anybody to take care of you and
you can’t choose where you’re going to live, you might go to a nursing home or some
place like that. I think she wants to put it off and worry about it later because it’s hard to
plan for those types of things.
Faith is busy taking care of her sister right now and it wasn’t that long ago that
she lost both her parents. When I ask her how she is feeling about that she’ll say matter
of factly, “I don’t know, I think they were good people, super active folks, they planned
pretty well and I was just there to help it be easier.” Occasionally I’ll see her tear up a
little bit. I think it brings her solace to know that they lived long, happy productive lives
and she was there for them. She wants to be there in that way for me. It’s unpleasant to
think about so much outside of our control on multiple levels. It’d be nice if we both
died when we were still with it and completely able to take care of ourselves, but there’s
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no guarantee or way of knowing what it will look like when it does get to that point.
Interpretation. This story is about a couple in love. They are connected and they
are committed, but because of this, and what this truth might mean in the larger system of
belief to which they ascribe, they are conflicted. The excerpt from a conversation
illuminates the personal complexities resulting from religious implications for the lives
and deaths of Faith, Gloria, and their friend Celeste, who represented very similar, but
also slightly different backgrounds and belief systems as they reach older adulthood. The
dominant discourse to which the Southern, Catholic women have been subject is an
overarching belief that being gay is wrong, but that acting on same-sex impulse is an
even worse sin. Both women struggle with being disciplined by this religious discourse,
the considerations of making impossible compromises: living without communion, the
sacrament that signifies connection with God; or living without sex, the most intimate
symbol of connection with the person whom she loves. As they get older, one woman’s
experience is such that she is able to reach a version of acceptance and sacrifices physical
intimacy in her relationship, while the other’s struggle continues. For Faith, she believes
that things will continue to progress in the Catholic Church. In the meantime, her faith in
herself as a good person, and her conviction that she was “born this way” sometimes
reassures her doubt too. Her counter-reasoning to the consequences prescribed by the
dominant discourse was if God made her a lesbian, surely he would not send her to hell
for it. Most of the time, she feels young, healthy, and happy, even carefree. She is a hard
worker, honest, takes care of loved ones and animals, and land. Faith is loving and kind,
and her relationship is no exception. She wants to take care of Gloria for as long as she
can. She also does not feel bad about expressing her love to Gloria through sex, and feels
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it is important. While she hears messages that she will get to a point where she is too old
for sex and part of her hopes for that as an easy answer, in her mid-seventies that has not
been the case thus far. In addition to companionship, they find in one another solace and
support through the difficulties of aging, and connection in their mutual value of most
aspects of the Catholic faith and their church home.
Both Faith and Gloria also cope by avoiding too much exploration of the
messages around them, because the process usually results in the realization that there are
no clear-cut answers, which is further distressing. For instance, although Gloria has
several health problems, being around friends and family members who suffer from
memory loss and Alzheimer’s triggers fear of her losing her mental capacities as she ages.
She explains that she tries not to worry because it will not help and may even worsen the
situation, and instead she appreciates the blessings that she has in life, like Faith, who she
trusts will take care of her in her old age. Both women, like many older lesbians
(Claassen, 2005), attempted to plan for what is to come, making sure they are proximal to
medical care, saving money—even seeking out conversations with clergy who may bring
some clarity to their spiritual conflict. But, they repeatedly came to the troubling
realization that there was so much that remained outside of their control. Whether the
topic was sexuality, spirituality, aging, or dying, they continued to navigate this cyclical
process, attempting to accept the unknown and then exploring for more concrete
messages and answers to quell their fears. ‘Hoping for the best’ seemed to be the middle
ground on which they found themselves.
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Storyline 3: Margaret, segment 2.
Part 1. In this section Margaret revisits the process of writing her will, and she
also introduces her life partner, Joy into the storyline. She begins by describing her first
priority was figuring out what was going to happen to all her animals:
Some of them may die before me—like my golden retriever, who I’m crazy about,
has cancer so I know he’s going to go soon. But I need to make sure the other ones get to
a sanctuary, or at least a no kill shelter. I found one that has locations all over so they
will be able to take all twenty of them, or how ever many are left. Then I have my life
insurance for my annuities, which are all split up to different animal charities, so I had to
pick out all of those. My house and whatever else I’ll have I’ll leave to my nephews, and
I don’t know what they’ll do with that, but it’s important my animals are looked after.
That’s the main reason I moved to the house I live in now, way out in the country.
I always loved animals but my parents would never let my brothers and me have any in
the house when we were little. Our pets had to stay outside and the cats would run away
because nobody would bother to spay or neuter them. It wasn’t a very pleasant thing. I’d
go out looking for one of the cats and it would be gone. So as soon as I had my own
place, they were coming inside. When I first saw my house I loved it because I thought
the insulated garage area would be ideal for the cats to come in and out. And all the
space would be great for the dogs. Right now I feel like I don’t get to spend enough time
with the dogs because of my broken hip. I can’t go out in the yard with this walker
because there are holes and it’s uneven. As much as I want to go out and see them, if I
fall out there, I’ll be there awhile! I just have to wait a few more weeks. I miss them, so
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much. I may not have a lot of contact with humans but I have them, and they bring me a
lot of comfort and companionship.
Since I adore animals so, I loved any trip that had a safari. When I retired I
wanted to travel and I traveled a lot—not nearly enough, but can you ever travel enough?
I love it because it’s educational. When you get into a different environment, you see
different things. I’ve been to South America, Peru, Egypt, Holland, lots of places. My
favorite trip was to Kenya, and I want to go back there before I die, so bad. We got to see
the animals running loose, where they’re supposed to be. We stayed at the Treetops Inn
where Queen Victoria assumed the throne—that was a biggie. There were so many
things to learn! Next, I want to go to the Galapagos Islands and Norway. I had both of
those trips planned before I broke my hips, so now I have to wait at least a year. The last
three trips I’ve gone on it was just me alone. If you don’t travel it’s like you experience
just a page in life; whereas if you travel, it’s a whole book.
I feel more connected to everything when I travel, but it would be nice to have
someone to come along. I went on some Olivia trips, the ones for lesbians, with Joy and
that was amazing. Meeting Joy was the best thing that ever happened to me. It was just a
wonderful relationship. She was real funny; she had an incredible sense of humor, and
loved animals as much as I do. And Joy’s mother was so supportive; she was the mother
I never had, and when she died she even gave us her house. She signed the deed of trust
over to us, not just Joy—both of us. On the sum of purchase line, she just wrote, “$1
dollar and lots of love.” I loved that, I cried and cried. So then we had the house. We
had a great life living in that big house, taking care of all the dogs and cats. We lived
together 20 years.
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Joy was an atheist too. Her mother was always trying to get her to go to church
with her and when Joy refused, she’d try to talk me into it. I’d say, “I can’t do that, I’m
sorry. I just don’t believe.” She and I never considered going to church, nothing like that.
I know there’s some churches in the city that are supposed to be gay affirming, but I’ve
never been there. There are some of the new age churches too that attract a lot of the
fringe elements, like magic rocks and drumming and all of this crap. We were exposed to
some of that stuff back in the women’s movement with ‘women’s spirituality,’ but they
don’t have any more of a definition than traditional religions do. So I do have some
friends who are gay and go to church. They’ll say, “they’re not like your usual churches.”
But I just think, “well if that’s what you need.” I personally don’t know why any gay
person would need to go to church and I don’t see the point to sit there just to hear all this
stuff that you don’t believe. I’m sure that Christ existed, but I do not think he was the
Messiah, or the Savior. I think he was just a teacher. That’s me. Heaven would have to
be so damn big. And hell would have to be bigger! Nope, I don’t believe that. When
you die, you’re gone. And there’s nothing else. I believe that people have made up
heaven and hell because they don’t want to die! They cannot grasp that they’re going to
die.
Part 2. The following section is still told from Margaret’s perspective, as she
elaborates on her experiences with her partner, Joy:
I feel sad that Joy didn’t let me be there for her more; she was the caretaker in our
relationship. She always put me on a pedestal, like I was the best thing in the world and
she was the luckiest human. I didn’t want her to do this, but she did. And she was very
sensitive to my feelings. She used to tell me, “loving the child within you is what I do
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best.” See, when you talk about your emotional responses, that’s the child. I remember
one night we were laying in bed, she reached over and grabbed my hand to hold and said
“honey, can we talk about sex?” She said that she understood I was working long hours
at the hospital, but sometimes when we were together she felt like I wasn’t with her, like
my mind was somewhere else. She worried that I wasn’t interested or very motivated
sexually. Then she listened as I shared with her that I thought that was the area of my life
that’s most affected by a sense of betrayal and loss, since the two other women I had been
with long-term had both left me. I never felt good enough or like they accepted me. She
reassured me that she loved me for who I was, and I felt even closer to her that night.
After that it was easier for me to be more present when we made love, and in general. Oh,
it was lovely. I watched less TV and I would read some poetry to her sometimes. And it
was nice—she really liked that. I would tell her, “there’s no place I’d rather be” and
she’d say, “I’m not leaving. Not unless you get a stick. You have to get a stick and drive
me off if you want me to leave, cause I’m not leaving!”
She did leave me eventually, just not in the way I’d feared. When she found out
she had cancer she said, “I don’t want you to stay. You can’t…I don’t want you to be
here. It might be too much pain.” I said, “I’m staying. You couldn’t kick me out.” She
was it for me as far as I was concerned. And she did stay with me until she died, but she
isolated herself from me. In order to protect me, what she did was completely wall
herself off from me. She moved to the other bedroom, and she coughed all night. And
Joy was the queen of denial. I remember one time going to the doctor’s office with her.
When the doctor came into the room, she pointed at me and said to him, “tell her – I
don’t want to hear it.” It was horrible. I cried all the way home in my car and when I got
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home I had to put on a happy face. I’d say, “everything’s gonna pass.” But it didn’t…It
got real bad after that. She started to get really, really sick to the point where she could
not function. When I was gone to work I had to get a sitter for her to help feed and bathe
her, sometimes staying overnight. My life was real, real stressed. Joy would talk a lot
about money and about how we were going to pay the sitter. I’d say, “don’t worry about
it, I’ve got it covered.” She worried a lot about the money but I didn’t, I just worried
about her. No matter what they did, it only got worse and it started to become obvious.
They tried radiation and all it’d do was burn her skin. It was so terrible. I knew they
couldn’t do anything. She knew too, but she just didn’t want to admit it.
Joy was only 65—too young to die. After she was diagnosed with cancer within a
matter of months she was gone. She had lung cancer. And I know she smoked and all
that crap, but back then they didn’t really know it was that bad, not like they do now.
The day she went to the hospital, right before she died she said, “I don’t want to go to the
hospital” and I said, “they’re not gonna keep you, Joy.” “You’re on Medicare, they don’t
keep people on Medicare,” I said jokingly. That’s the only way I could talk her into
going. The ambulance came and took her and when she got there, she immediately sank.
It was like all of her systems gave out at once and she went into a coma. And then it was
only a few days. During that time I sat by her bed and held her hand. I just cried and
cried. The nurse came in and said to me, “let me tell you something…it’s just a piece of
paper. Marriage is just a piece of paper,” and she said, “I know how you feel about her
and you cry when you need to,” and I did. I just sobbed and sobbed. I will never forget
that moment.
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After Joy died, mother called and when I answered the phone and she said “you
sound so depressed, why are you depressed?” and that just did it. So I said, “why
wouldn’t I be depressed? The person I love is dead!” We had this to and fro
conversation about it and I finally ended up hanging up on her. She called me back and
said, “I am so sorry that I said something about your being depressed,” and then she said,
“I know you loved her.” So she knew all the time, but she just didn’t want to deal with it.
She was trying to call me to cheer me up. But that was an impossibility. Joy was the
love of my life. It was horrible because I knew she was gone and how much I was going
to miss her. I wrote letters to her—not because she was (or wasn’t) going to heaven or
any of that stuff, just to try and feel better. That was the only reason. It was just painful
because I knew that I was going to miss her. And that I loved her so much…
Talking about it now I cry. I still really, really miss her. I walked around like I
was a zombie for years. And these days it’s like you get decapitated if you try to smoke.
But I feel like, I’m 72, I’ve never had any cardio vascular or lung problems, my chest xrays are all good. So, I smoke. I’ve quit now and again over the years but I enjoy it, and
I don’t have anything else. I never meant to live alone, I would have never chosen to, it
just happened. On my last trip I actually met an 82-year-old man who would always ask
to walk with me and spend time with me. He’s a nice guy and he’s written to me several
times, but he thinks I’m straight and I don’t want to encourage him. I plan to write him
and say, “the reason I haven’t written you is I’ve got these two broken hips, but also, I’m
gay and I don’t think that is what you’re looking for.” So I don’t think I’m going to have
a line of suitors. At my age, maybe if I were straight I’d have more of an opportunity, but
it feels too late to meet another lesbian.
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Even if I was able to find someone, I’m still always afraid that I will not be
accepted. Everybody I was with prior to Joy would like me at first, but then when they
got to know me wanted to change something about me, I could never please them. It’s
possible to change a little bit, but not to revamp your personality; and getting older makes
it even harder to adapt because you get more set in your ways, as they say. It is too hard,
and now I am too old. I don’t feel like I’m old, but 72 is a little bit old to start a
relationship. I will be alone. I just have to accept that and go on, which I can do. When
I’m talking to people, it’s easy, it’s like, “everything’s great!” But I think I am very
unlikely to have another chance to be loved like Joy loved me.
Interpretation. This storied section follows up with Margaret attempting to
complete her will. Although she is fairly isolated due to her recent injuries, as well as the
fact that she lives out in the country, bonding with and caring for her many pets brings
her much meaning, and maintaining this role after death is important to her. Similarly,
and congruent with her earlier quests for learning, Margaret described seeing and
learning about both animals and people in other places as bringing her life more depth.
She likens travelling to really living, and also synonymous with connection, even if she
travels alone.
Margaret’s existential ambivalence mentioned earlier is mirrored in her beliefs
and desires about her relationship status. Her ideal is to achieve acceptance—being
comfortable with death; being comfortable with being alone. However, there is a part of
her that desires to be loved by someone other than her animals. The poignant story of
having had the privilege to know and be loved by her life partner, Joy then lose her in
death, reveals in this section the complexity of emotions that color Margaret’s idea of
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being in a relationship. Joy was the caretaker in their relationship and for the first time
Margaret felt fully accepted by someone else. The levels of intimacy and commitment in
the relationship brought her much contentment, but when Joy became ill, they were not as
accessible. Margaret tried her best to continue to be present and care for her, but when
Joy withdrew near the end of her life, she felt isolated. She speaks about grieving the
opportunity to be as close to her partner at the end of her life, of not being able to fully
reciprocate the love that she had received. Since her death, she misses Joy, and she
misses being seen and accepted by an intimate partner in general. While part of her does
desire to achieve this level of companionship again, she feels it will most likely never be
duplicated, especially at her age and being a lesbian.
Margaret’s feelings of depression and isolation, her fears of dying alone were
made tolerable by her recollections of the matchless love she shared with Joy, and also
the small but meaningful moments she experienced throughout in her life, from
sometimes unexpected places. The beautiful memory of the affirming nurse in the
hospital, the chance encounter in the grocery store with a former student, even the
connection she found in her partner’s mother who despite being religious was still more
accepting than her own mother. Margaret protected herself from being subject to the
dominant discourse of the time, most namely from religion, but also her workplace,
family, and community, but she picked up on subtle counter-messages within these
realms, which supported her in staying true to who she was and living congruently with
her feelings and beliefs (Butler, 2008).
Storyline 1: Grace, segment 3. This last story about Grace commences as she
recounts another memory from first-person perspective, but even further into the past:
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Now I’m three years old, I’m gazing out the front window of our house, which I
can’t reach without climbing up on the big couch in the living room. I’ve propped myself
up, and am setting on my knees, my arms folded on the windowsill. I see my uncle’s flat
bed truck on the street out front and from here I can see myself clearly too, standing
beside that rusty red truck. Then, out of nowhere, Jesus descended and put his hand on
my head. He said to me, “you have something to do for me okay?” I have the distinct
feeling of having no idea what he was talking about, but if that was Jesus than it must be
okay, and then that’s what I wanted to do. My grandmother then stood behind me and
put her hands on my shoulders and it was as if we three were in this bond of agreement. I
guess I could have dreamed it, but I feel like I had a vision. That was my first
remembrance of being called to the ministry, but I was always hesitant to tell that story
because people think you’re crazy.
My grandmother was very spiritual, very God-centered. She didn’t shout but she
would cry when God’s love welled up in her. She was well respected in our church and
our pastor used to come and visit her sometimes. I had this desire to be like him—he was
a strong man, he loved god, my grandmother loved god so if he loved god he was an okay
guy. I would watch his mannerisms. One time he shook my hand and I just loved these
big ole strong hands and I noticed—this may be crazy—but I noticed that the joints of his
thumbs were very prominent. I thought that’s the way that preachers’ hands had to be. I
was full of imagination so at night I would go to sleep pushing my thumbs up into the
palms of my hands so my joints would make that same curve between my wrist and
thumb, then someday I would have these preacher hands.
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Years and years later when my grandmother passed away unexpectedly I couldn’t
handle it. My second long-term relationship had just dissolved, and I was so depressed. I
kind of believed in all this metaphysical stuff, but had rejected organized religion
completely. Deep down I think I was very angry at God for a long, long time. I
remained upset, and just felt really sad. A friend of mine wrote me a note saying, “I
release you to your highest good. May you find peace, joy, and happiness.” I thought
that was really interesting; to have these thoughts even if you don’t believe them.
Something about just saying them is uplifting. You can go through the motions and feel
better. I later found out it was straight out of the course on miracles, which is all about a
compilation of messages thought to be from Jesus. It’s this big huge book.
I decided to start taking it myself and it was just really good, it’s a whole different
way of looking at everything. For instance, sin is redefined in the course of miracles. Sin
was an Aramaic archery term that just meant “off the mark.” That’s all it means. It
doesn’t mean you’re wrong, it just means your doing something not right for you and
your happiness and you just need to do an adjustment and get on the mark. I understand
what forgiveness is and why we do it now. It means giving up your addiction to having
somebody else behave the way you want them to because they are free agents and you
don’t have to live with it. It’s called blessed release. So at first, it just really helped me
to put my breakup into perspective and feel better. What I felt for my ex was not love
because I was just miserable. I could not get over my addiction to have her behave the
way I wanted her to behave, but she was just being who she is. Somebody yelling and
screaming is just somebody yelling and screaming and I don’t have to make that my
problem. I don’t have to get depressed over it. So I was taking the course in miracles
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and learning all of this new stuff, new ways to look at the world. The most important, all
that really exists is love. Where there is love, there is no pain. Eventually I was able to
forgive God too.
Around this same time I decided to start meditating, and after while I would hear
these voices. I came to identify it as God, even though I’m not a traditional God person.
I would just write it down. It was like taking notes, dictation. They’d say half a sentence
then I’d write that and they’d tell me the rest of the sentence and I never knew where it
was going, I’d just write. It was incredibly loving and kind. Even when they’d, and they
did, confront me about my behavior they would do it in such a sweet way. Like they
pointed out, “you don’t have to be so hard with your mother, she’s endured more abuse in
this life than you will ever endure, you can do this more gently.” And that would soften
me a little bit, because she was a challenge—we’ll put it like that. They told me, “we do
talk to all the ones of earth, but most of you do not listen.” They talked about religion
some, but sort of the hypothesis presented was it is all one god, and man has made up
different ways to interpret god. Religion is just man’s perception of what god is, and it’s
all—we’re all one. They signed it, “god, goddess, the all that is, I am the one,” which is
about as inclusive as you can get. I only told a couple of close friends because I thought
people would think I’m crazy. They’ll think, “God doesn’t really talk to you.” But I read
some to my mother, the parts about her, and she said, “I like that, that’s really sweet,”
because it wasn’t being judgmental about her like I was. The message was always, “be
kind to everybody,” and was also a big part of me coming back to God.
I knew religion had really missed the mark. They focused on their own doctrines
about who Jesus was, what we’re supposed to believe. Even now, I don’t believe that
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stuff. I don’t believe Jesus died for us. Jesus came to tell us how to live, a better way to
live. He’s our teacher, our ‘way shower.’ I think Jesus lived a perfect life and that he
loved us, but I think that Buddha lived a perfect life—well maybe not perfect, but they
were both exemplary of how we could be if we let ourselves. So I was still classifying
myself at that point as an atheist, but I learned the course on miracles teaches there’s no
such thing as an atheist, that people just call God different names. For me it was always
the universe, that we are all one, all humanity including animals and trees. I liked the
course because I thought, “this is connecting.” I’m able to do this because I believe in
the universe, the way it works, that there are no coincidences. I trust the universe to take
care of me and you can call it God if you want to. I call it the universe. Hearing the
voices was always that kind of feeling that it was all one, it’s all one God and we just get
there different ways. I came to realize I didn’t ever stop believing in God, but I just
stopped believing in a one-way thing—that my way is the way and it’s the only way. I
began to realize that deep down I probably had an inclusive belief system growing up.
My grandmother kind of brought that into my being you because that’s who she was,
accepting and loving of other people, people who were different.
So although I had gotten to a point where I was convinced religion wasn’t for me,
I never had to say I was a recovering Baptist because I don’t think I was so ingrained into
that being the only way to think. Things happen that fit together and work so I don’t
think it was a coincidence that I met my last girlfriend as I was taking the course. She
asked me to go to church with her one Sunday. Even though I still didn’t buy the formal
religion stuff, I was more open. She told me it was all about positivity and they talk a lot
about vibes—plus I was really smitten and wanted to support her, so I went. It ended up
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that the minister was wonderful. It just opened your heart when he preached. It wasn’t
about what’s in your head but what’s in your heart, and that’s why I loved it. God was
not perceived as a being separate from us, we’re just little flecks of God and that’s what I
believe now, I do. It’s the universe. It’s all of us. We are all one. And Christianity,
Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, they’re all ways to God. It was a beautiful
message and fit with my belief system that we are all one, there is no hell, there is only
love, and God is in all of us. I left the church for 30 years, but God never left me. It just
took that long for me to realize that God’s in the people—some of them more than others.
She and I ended up leaving that church after the minister retired, but would on
occasion go around to different churches. We went to an Episcopal church where I had a
summer job working with kids, and I loved the way they did communion with real wine.
Then when we decided that we wanted to get married so we found the church that was
known for outreach to the local gay and lesbian community. It was a Christian church,
but was all about inclusivity like the other one. And with that came recognition of race
and ethnicities too, which was nice—nothing was single fold, it was always a multitude
of efforts, directions, things that we were putting claim to or recognizing, allowing or
joining. I started in my prayer life finally dealing with my ‘call’ because I believed that it
didn’t make sense to be in church and not be a part of what happened.
Back in those days women were put down in life, and that mentality I kind of held
too because that is the way of the world, you adopt the greater community’s attitude.
Women weren’t supposed to have different leadership roles in the church. So I also
figured since I was more feminine, and my partner was more masculine then she should
be a deacon. You had to be either femme or a butch; you couldn’t be like I am now. I’m
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just me and most people don’t think I’m a lesbian so I have to emphasize it sometimes…
So anyway, I started trying to groom her to be a deacon, and when she didn’t want any
part of that, I’d plead with her “You got to do something! You have to take part!—we
can’t just let it be all men all the time!” Finally, one day she turned around and said,
“Well what about you?!” So that’s how I got into finally beginning that journey. I was
doing all the footwork to make sure that it happened for her, but in a sense I was
preparing myself.
So when I finally came out and said, “yes, I’m called to the ministry,” I wasn’t
sure what God really wanted me to do. Initially it was like, I’m not good enough to do
this, because I didn’t feel Godly or whatever. And then, even though my church was
leaps and bounds ahead of others, we inherited from those white guy ancestors of ours
inherent oppression of women within the system, and so as far as the women being
licensed and ordained, they didn’t know how to deal with it until some denominational
process had been put in place. The church didn’t know what to do with me and I was just
on that first level of being acknowledged, accepted, and supported and figuring out what
that looked like.
I started going to the local hospital to pray with people and I tried to minister to
the deaf by looking for someone to sign the sermons. I was doing free healing work on
people here and there, but it was like God was saying, “I need all of you.” I was finally
like “OKAY!” So, I left my relationship, I left my very stable job. I went to my boss and
I said, “I’m going to take early retirement.” I felt this was not my choice, I said, “God is
dragging me kicking and screaming out of the school system.” She was also a close
friend of mine and had worked with me three years to arrange for me to go to this school,
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so she knew what I was doing was a real spiritual path. So what normally happens to
people at 65 when they retire, a lot of that I went through at 52 and it was stressful,
financially for sure, but emotionally too.
Since then, a number of years have passed, there have been other women ordained
in that first church, and have been in my current church, which I love, for nearly a decade.
I’m required to take more classes, write a nearly 500-page dissertation, take a
psychological exam, have a background check, and be interviewed by the board of
directors. I’m taking an online polity course which is really interesting because I’m
learning more about the history of the four different traditions coming together, inclusive
of each other in the sense that we understand there are differences and we—excuse my
expression—we aren’t pissed about it. It is that same idea of God being the universe and
in all of us, knowing that everybody is different, but all of these together will be one.
And I’m still reading the course on miracles too. One thing I’ve learned for sure, my
memory was a lot sharper back then than it is now. Oh if I could just already remember
this stuff! I’m jumping the hoops again and I’m jumping pretty high at 74! It’s funny.
My granddaughter is the age I was when I had my first sense of calling, and here I am
trying to become an ordained minister. I’m saying, God please let me get ordained
before I’m 100 years old!
I don’t know when I first starting thinking about it, but I think that I am just
beginning to look at aging and recognize myself as an older person. I have come around
to the point where I’m going, “well I may be in the winter of my life, but let it be a long
winter, let it take a long time coming before it ends, or maybe I can have another summer
or spring.” I want to live to be 103! I’m claiming it, if the universe agrees with it.
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I believe that everything is now, the eternal now. That’s really hard to conceive
of, but it’s all now. And we don’t die. We transition. When I did the past life workshop
I saw death, and I saw myself die. I’m not sure I understand it all myself, but somehow I
realized that I wasn’t gone, that I was still here. So I don’t really know what happens, but
I don’t believe in hell. I believe in reincarnation in a sense, that we all come back
because we’re all just part of that that oneness, the web of life. One day I felt my heart
doing funny stuff and I thought, “hmm, I wonder if I’m having a heart attack? I thought,
it’s okay I’m not afraid." Sometimes I do ask God, “Can you let me know before I go?”
But the meditation is good because it keeps me from being frightened.
Before I die, I do want to feel that I’ve been accepted. I guess that includes being
respected, being remembered…I don’t know there are just a lot of things that I haven’t
defined—I will. But at least one—or maybe three ways I made a difference in
somebody’s life, or in some community, or some family. It doesn’t have to be the whole
wide world, but somewhere that my existence made a difference. That would make me
happy. Oh! and I want to write my story. I want to share my experiences so that they
may even in some small way help someone else to heal. I write a chapter here and a
chapter there, but it’s hard to write a story the same way I tell it, they’re not as amplified
by emotion. So hopefully I can get around to doing that.
Interpretation. Grace resurrects her child self, the memories she had as a young
girl of being “called” by Jesus, and wanting to be just like the preacher. She tells the
story of eventually embarking on what she describes as a spiritual path back to God.
Although Grace could be identified as learner, healer, and even spiritual during the
portion of her life marked by the departure from the church and her first marriage; for her,
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the journey to self-acceptance could not be made without acknowledging her personal
relationship with God. Similar to her discovery of her emotions when she was a young
women, which led to acknowledging her anger toward the church, she had to take another
step of honest discovery about how disconnected she had become from the truth of her
own relationships. She realized she had become disengaged from her partner, out of
touch with the grief of losing her grandmother—and, angry with God.
Ultimately for Grace, spirituality is about interconnectedness, and she found
herself disconnected, again. This was a truth that had been part of Grace her entire
lifetime, nurtured by her grandmother, but became stifled as she became older and more
disillusioned and depressed through struggle and loss. She had learned that her Baptist
church was not a place of inclusivity, which instigated her search for her honest self.
Although she was grateful for this process of ultimately more strongly embracing her
own feelings, identities, there was still a sense of loss, or missed opportunity. Who
knows what her life could have been like if she had been granted permission to feel as
early as young people today? On top of processing this resentment and regret, she had to
address that her needs for meaning and connectedness still went unmet. It was no longer
just about personal acceptance, but rather interpersonal acceptance.
Throughout her search for truth and community, barriers to this process—in
addition to lack of access to affirming religious and secular individuals and
establishments—ranged from fear of being perceived as crazy, feelings of insecurity and
self-doubt, and internalized sexism. Grace finally found that she could be more accepting
of religion, insofar as the religion was accepting of not only her identities, beliefs, and
abilities, but the many meanings and understandings of God that existed for all people.
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She herself became even more flexible as she became more aware of and involved in
religious systems that were more open.
For Grace, inclusivity was inextricably linked to all forms of diversity. Grace’s
spiritual truth is about her own relationship to others, but more importantly seeing all
humanity as connected—as integral parts of the universe. Her own experiences of being
judged and excluded based on race, gender, age, and sexual orientation informed her
putting value on not only accepting different people and ways of being, but taking the
time to learn about them and appreciate the differences. In her discovery of her own need
to not only belong but also be active in the church, she experienced a parallel process of
marginalization. Cultural messages she was constituted within about women in
leadership roles intersected with the messages about gender presentation, and she felt
prohibited from church leadership as a woman versus a man; and on top of that, as
feminine versus masculine. Grace eventually stopped conforming to both of these power
binaries, but only after considerable relationship discord and self-exploration.
As Grace has entered into older adulthood and continued to work toward church
leadership to more fully fulfill her ‘call’ to ministry, she has been empowered by her
church communities, and ultimately her renewed faith. However, she is still aware of her
limitations, including her memory, her visibility to others, and most of all, time. She
shares how important being able to make an impact on the world is to her, and she would
like to be respected. Similar to Margaret’s experience, while Grace desires to be seen
and appreciated, at the same time she tries to accept the world the way it is, including
death; that she is in the winter of her life, that she wants it to be a long winter, but that
she cannot know. Grace is curious, but not fearful. Acceptance to her means continuing
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to ask questions, meditate, minister, pray, heal, teach, and tell stories, while ultimately
trusting in the God, the Universe, the Oneness, or the Eternal Now.
Final Comments
Participant enactments. After exploring relevant dominant discourses, the ways
in which they intersected into the lives of LBQ women and then received, re-shaped, or
rejected, this section focuses on the stories about those decisions that came out of these
psychological processes. All four characters were revisited in this section, for each
presented a unique way of responding to and integrating their experiences into their
understandings of themselves and the world. The ways that these women have lived their
lives reflect an attempt to reconcile their own emotional and psychological needs with
family and cultural systems whose rules often inhibit them, but within which they must
continue to live. The resulting conclusions to which these women came about their
subjectivities, behaviors, and identities although all still ‘true,’ were ‘effective’ or ‘useful’
for some more than others, at certain times more than other times, and often not resolved
or stable.
Some of the overarching themes that are repeated and overlapping in this section
were love and connectedness, and acceptance. Similar notions have been identified in
other research on LBQ older individuals (Berger, 1984; Blando, 2003; Grossman et al.,
2000; Heaphy, 2007), and were often the motivating factors that influenced the
coordinating of behaviors and identities in pushing against societal power structures. For
Faith and Gloria, the love they have for each other has caused them to question the
religious and regional discourses to which they were subject. For Grace and Margaret
who were both single, they rejected the notions that as a sexual minority, a woman, or as
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an older person, they or any other diverse person, should not have equal access to society
and belonging. For all of the women, the importance of inter-connectedness transcended
their intimate partnership, from community and humanity, to animals and the universe,
whether or not they felt connected or disconnected in each realm.
Justice and honesty were related themes, as essential in facilitating openness,
genuine acknowledgement, and compassionate treatment of self and others. For instance,
for Grace, spirituality is all about diversity, a lens in which all people are perceived as
equal and all spiritual traditions valued. Margaret was likewise concerned with social
justice, but through modeling an honest and productive life, renouncing any system that
did not share her values of inclusivity, and absorbing a global understanding and
appreciation of the world with all its various peoples. Embracing personal integrity as
core to living a meaningful life, all four of the women like some other LGB older adults
took, issue with being closeted (Thompson, 2006), even though in some circles it was
seen as compulsory, as I expected (Sedgwick, 2008).
Conclusion
The findings of this narrative inquiry informed by post-structuralism and queer
theory retold some life-story experiences and subjectivities of six older LBQ-identified
women, contextualizing their stories in efforts to illuminate and deconstruct the power
structures they were constituted within, and by which they were defined and disciplined.
Beginning with the identification of how dominant discourses were perceptive in their
lives, moving to the ways in which they influenced their psychological processes, and
ending with how they impacted their day to day behaviors and perceptions of self, these
re-constructed narratives may sensitize you, the reader, to the many discourses that sexual
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minority women and we all have been/are subject, appreciating the subtle ways in which
these women modeled resistance despite the cultural ramifications. Considering that
connectedness and acceptance were resounding themes identified throughout the findings,
to me it is particularly noteworthy that these LBQ women repeatedly over time risked
being placed in the discarded category of ‘other’ in efforts to live their own truths.
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Chapter 7
Conclusions
The existing literature on aging is vast and represents a multitude of ‘theories on
aging.’ Most of these theories view aging as a stage or process of life that brings with it
inevitabilities or difficulties that must be accepted or overcome. While I can appreciate
the realities of navigating common concerns of aging and the benefits of the positive
aging perspectives, my current research attempts to step outside of this existing
hermeneutic circle that understands aging as existing on a spectrum with degeneration
opposite success. The research on gay, lesbian, bisexual, and queer older adults is
currently expanding, often describing aging for this population as similar to straight
individuals’ experiences, but also bringing important awareness to psychological
concerns, barriers to wellness, and vulnerabilities to isolation among other specific
considerations for sexual minority populations. Although spirituality has consistently
been linked to both wellness and coping in the general population, particularly among
older adults, the research that examines the intersection of spirituality and sexual
orientation has focused mainly on younger gay, lesbian, bisexual, and queer individuals.
Further, the limited research that has been done by and/or for older LBQ women largely
overlooks spirituality, an already multi-faceted and complicated construct with many
‘definitions.’ Other researchers have suggested that having multiple minority statuses,
(i.e., being female, older, and having an ‘othered’ sexual orientation), puts populations at
greater risk for being misunderstood and marginalized, so it is important to effortfully
counter the biases and assumptions that may simplify or ignore their experiences.
Therefore, with this in mind, rather than identifying the concerns that characterize older
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age, or attempting to assess whether older gays and lesbians experienced similar spiritual
struggles as described by younger generations, this narrative inquiry based in poststructural and queer understandings was conducted with the goal of making more space
for exploring and illuminating the complexities that exist in the lives of older LBQ
women, with a particular focus in the areas of end of life and spirituality.
In order to accomplish this I used narrative inquiry, as this methodology is
particularly suited to attending to individual voices and the complexities of human
experience. The broad research questions that guided my study included: 1) What
dominant discourses of spirituality and aging intersect into the lives of older LBQ
women?, 2) How do LBQ women psychologically negotiate these dominant discourses of
spirituality and aging in their lived experiences?, and 3) How is this negotiation enacted
in their day-to-day experiences and understandings of self? In order to ‘answer’ these
research questions, I conducted life story, unstructured interviews with six womenidentified, LBQ-identified individuals who lived in the South. Data was then analyzed
based on my main research questions, exploring through the participants’ experiences
dominant discourse—ways in which it intersected in their lives, and how they navigated
through it and understood themselves as a result. More specifically, it intentionally
examined messages, psychological processes, and behaviors and identities, or enactments
within each of their lives.
For my representation, in order to illuminate these elements as identified in my
findings, I used creative analytic practice (CAP) to construct narratives that could ‘tell the
stories that needed to be told.’ This meant they might not only address the questions at
hand but perhaps also deconstruct current understandings and expose new questions.
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Three main storylines were composed to describe the life experiences of four main
characters and were heavily grounded in the data, highlighting the multiple and
overlapping truths of my participants, when they converged and diverged. The main
characters were also constructed combining identified characteristics of the six
participants drawn out of my data. The resulting narratives about these composite
characters were presented in chapters grouped by research question, and themes, tensions,
and contradictions were further unpacked within interpretation sections at the end of each
storyline segment and chapter.
Connections to Post-Structural Theory
This research was highly influenced by post-structural thought, rejecting the
humanist notion that our world can be categorized into discrete categories and labeled as
such, as well as the assumptions that there exists capital-T Truth (Butler, 2008; St. Pierre,
2000). Therefore, although I was interested in the patterns and themes in my findings, I
was equally attuned to the diversity and dissimilarities that existed. I was particularly
sensitized to binary structures and labels that may ‘other,’ or constrain and oppress
participants, as well as the environment and social processes that seemed to uphold these
constructs in place in their lives (Gamson, 2003; Sedgwick, 2008).
Discourse. In congruence with the post-structural goals of ‘troubling’ our use of
language and expanding understanding, a major focus of this research was the
examination of discourse, or the lingual matrix of regulations and expectations, in the
lives of participants. Discursive expectations interact to create a production of ‘Truth,’
and place on subjects prescribed ways of being (Mills, 2003); in this research, they
produced these women as gendered, bodied, sexual, heterosexual, reproductive, maternal,
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feminine, femme, butch, sinful, disabled, old, aging, and dying selves among others
(Berbary, 2008). Post-structuralism “does not just offer just a textual analysis, nor just a
critique of the forms of discourse, but an account of how discourse is shaped, and how
discourse shapes everyday existence” (Olssen, 2003, p. 195). Foucault explained
discursive elements organize and shape our selves and our lives because they appear to be
stable and are reinforced as ‘Truth’ when we the subjects repeat and re-repeat them.
However, in the same fashion dominant discourse is also vulnerable to mis-repeats
(Butler, 1996). That is, only through indentifying the collected network of cultural
meanings and guidelines of the sociohistorical time could I begin to “see” the discursive
boundaries around participant experience and the ways in which participants resisted and
reinterpreted them, even if by mistake.
Whereas, I noticed that participants often ‘took on’ these discursive norms and
identities as ‘True,’ such as the hetero-normative roles of wife, mother, and heterosexual
person, I also began to see the subtle ways in which they deviated from, or rejected
completely these discursive expectations—most often after realizing the grand narrative
did not ‘fit.’ For instance, although all participants were strongly disciplined to “act” in
ways to reinforce the dominant narratives of a hetero-normative, Judeo-Christian lifestyle
through overt and covert judgments from family, friends, co-workers, and church
communities, they “accidently” subverted these norms when they encountered challenges
to the stability of these discursive processes. In a sense, they ‘stumbled’ upon countertruths, (e.g., “marriage to a man does not make me happy,” “people can be Christian and
untrustworthy” or “be gay and good”); which, created space for new knowings and in
turn, the production of new selves. This was particularly interesting when they had no
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acceptable counter-narrative, or system of meaning grounded in society and had only
their own experiences to trust. This was the case with sexual orientation as well as
spirituality, or non-spirituality, and even aging; and, once participants perceived a rupture
in dominant discourse in one realm, they often deconstructed and/or resisted other
discursive definitions as well, perhaps coming to recognize the inability of these
discursive attempts to impose personal truths, but that they were instead multiple,
competing, and negotiable.
Power. Discursive expectations are always reliant on the recognition of power
relations, coordinated at a particular time and place and by particular subjects. Whether
or not there is an active awareness of this power, since we are all embedded in discourse,
subjects are ‘always already’ reliant on this network of power and imposition of
regulatory binary structures (Berbary, 2008). Bi-gendered and other discursive power
narratives only presume the dichotomous positions of “right” and “other” as possibilities.
Within one position subjects are afforded the privilege, meaning, and acceptance that
exists there, and alternatively resistance to or subversion of this position reinforces its
existence, and therefore its power (Butler, 1996; Foucault, 1978).
Therefore, although in many cases participants were emboldened to question and
eventually resist dominant discourse and live their lives ‘differently,’ they remained
constituted in dominant discursive power dynamics, were not empowered or exempt from
these pressures, but instead disavowed and disciplined to conceal from others—or even
themselves at times their silent oppositions (Butler, 1996). The ‘queer’ people in this
research may have decided to be in a same-sex relationship, but never tell their families
or employers in order to avoid being seen as a deviant, pervert, or sinner. Or, they were
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not at peace about it for fear that they were going to end up in Hell if they didn’t change.
Moving beyond personal to systemic, since power is discursive, even when these women
dated women, but then remained in the closet; or questioned the rules of their churches,
but continued to act in accordance with them, the power dynamics remained constant,
and the social rules remained dominant and stable. Along these lines, Foucault discussed
“coming out” constituted in this dominant discourse, not as a process of liberation from
societal oppression, but rather a public pronouncement of one’s sins (Mills, 2003).
Therefore, deconstructing power-laden discourse depends on the repetition of
small acts of subversion like these in individuals’ lives, (Racjhman, 1985); but also it
requires that we re-tell counter-stories that highlight the vulnerabilities of our society’s
discursive construction of reality (Butler, 2008). Connecting Foucauldian notions of
power to ‘queerness,’ Grace et al. (2004) described,
they help U/s to explore the dynamics between control, knowledge, and
regulation; relationships are full of the possibilities of resistance. Otherly
gendered people and sexual outlaws live, work and play in spaces disciplined by
heteronormative discourse…Queer people are situated at the intersections of antinormative identities…[they] critique privilege, entitlement, and status that are
obtained by obeying mandatory heterosexuality and other heteronormative
behaviors. Queer conceptualizations inherently destabilize
discourses…intervenes and disrupts dominant power…Power deals with Othering,
classification (and its resultant stifling effects) and resistance to that classification.
(p. 308)
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Butler (2008) suggested that some forms of drag, and the notion of gender parody, “in
imitating gender, implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself—as well as its
contingency” (p. 187). Through similar subversive repetition, such as when teen-aged
participants found out from chance interactions with neighbors or friends that women
could love women, and seventy-something-aged participants shared stories among their
friends about how local churches are progressing and becoming more open, the
contingency of discursive structures too might be revealed as these insights build up over
time. Foucault explored the interrelatedness among power, knowledge, and subject, and
although he recognized that discursive power could be dangerous, his stance was not
critical, but rather hopeful because just as subjects were ‘used’ to reinforce discursive
power, discursive power could be useful to subjects, as it was also the tool with which
they could progress and reform (Mills, 2003). Thus, post-structuralism attempts to use
research to tell alternative truths that may challenge these otherwise presumed-powerful
structures.
Connections to Queer Theory
Queer theory also influences this study, as it provides a congruent perspective,
sharing in post-structural efforts of deconstructing harmful power binaries, as well as
other constrictions through language. For instance, Butler’s (2008) acknowledgement of
the socio-cultural importance of adhering to a set categorization, such as lesbian, as a
community seeking to dismantle a power hierarchy, is particularly salient with regard to
the participant’s lives in my study (they ranged from very active to very disconnected
from the women’s and gay and lesbian movements, but were all impacted by them).
However, while Butler recognized this need to ‘band together,’ she and other queer
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scholars suggested that like with any power binary, it also placed sexual minority
individuals in opposition to the privileged heterosexual, thereby reinforcing the very
system that subjugated them. In addition to this point, strict adherence to any category
still suppressed individuality and diversity and therefore oppressed diverse individuals.
Based on the importance of social activism and connectedness among older
‘lesbians’ that I had known, which also seemed to be echoed in the research, I came into
this project with the assumption that a sort of feminist resistance may be core to my
participants’ understandings of self. I found instead that even if participants subscribed
to the labels of ‘lesbian’ or ‘feminist,’ that these notions themselves were contradictory
and contingent, often differed among subscribers, and changed over time. A couple of
my participants at one point asked me what I meant by “queer,” with one actually
exclaiming, “yes, that’s what I am!” minutes after telling me that she had finally (after
decades) settled that she was a lesbian. Through their open-mindedness and
commitments to continued learning and seeing the world in new and different ways,
‘queering’ discursive power and knowledge seemed to be an ongoing process that was
integral to the identities of the participants.
Subjectivity. This more flexible understanding that challenges our tendencies to
adhere to a unified discourse, comes with it the concept of the subject, as its ‘existence’ is
viewed within post-structuralism as relatively unstable and dependant on discursive
elements which coordinate and then appear to be bound (Berbary, 2008; Mills, 2003).
The term ‘subjectivity’ provides an alternative to the static notions of identity and
category, and rather suggests that the ‘performances’ that we engage in can be altered as
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we are constituted by contingent discourses. Identifications such as gender, for instance,
are not ‘performances’ that we ‘act out’ as if we are agentic actors, but rather:
acts, gestures, and desire [that] produce the effect of an internal core or
substance…such acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed are performative
in the sense that the essence or identity that they otherwise purport to express are
fabrications manufactured and sustained through corporeal signs and other
discursive means. (Butler, 2008, p. 185)
Since our subjectivities can be ‘done’ then they can also be ‘done differently.’
They can be subverted and opened to new possibilities; and therefore be ever-changing
through both repetitions and failures to repeat, and layered and fluid, better mirroring the
chaos of human experience than would a fixed reality or identity. The more participants
began to recognize the limitations of the characterizations that corresponded with those
disciplined behaviors, the more likely they were to challenge, at least internally, the
boundaries of dominant discourse.
For instance, for several participants, the enactment of being a wife and mother
was performative. They were constituted and regulated into these hetero-normative roles
and thus did not ‘know’ whether or not these labels fully described them until they
encountered a mis-repeat of gendered expectation, that is, when new options beyond the
prescribed boundaries of gender and sex became possible. Redeployment of sexual
selves was often a complex and messy process, as subjects always already remained
constrained by discursive power structures. For instance, even when counter-narratives
became possible, such as “I can love a woman,” the constitution of the subject into ‘gay
culture,’ provided different discursive experiences, which caused distress when
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participants “did not know the rules.” Similarly, some participants classified themselves
as ‘Christian,’ but were careful to qualify that this label did not imply Christian beliefs as
understood in the traditional sense, or what they themselves had implied at another point
in time, these implications caught within another network of discursive rules and
regulations.
Other subjectivities that highlighted complexity and fluidity were related to aging
and dying selves. Although I recruited women who I identified as ‘older adults,’
(somewhat arbitrarily as 65 years or older), several participants did not identify as ‘older
adults.’ For some women, there were varying times and settings in their lives that ‘older’
or ‘gay’ seemed to describe them and others when one or the other did not. Although
participants spoke of striving for acceptance of the unknowns of old age and death, they
also struggled with making meaning of the categorization of ‘older.’ By exploring how
they felt about and understood the implications of being placed or placing themselves
within these categories, they were reinterpreting and redefining themselves in one sense,
but also recognizing and reinforcing the power that these discursive practices held in
place. Therefore, they often remained disciplined in these “Truths” and their ‘actions’
could not use discursive power to dispel or challenge the very existence of these
categories. These deconstructions of subjectivity reveal the layers of discursive practices
performative in participant lives, whether they were compulsorily struggling to fit in the
boxes of dominant expectations to find that they did not fit, or enacting new behaviors
that did feel ‘right’ and therefore re-enacting them but still being subject to discursive
discipline.
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Gender. Going further than questioning what society disseminates as normative
or non-normative, queer theory, like post-structuralism asks why and how by examining
the sedimentation, or the language layered to create the illusions of set knowledge, or
‘Truth.’ Society’s belief, or ‘fantasy’ that the only possibilities that can exist must be
male or female is an example of this sedimentation. Queer theory posits that the notions
of biological sex and gender are only innate as seen through the viewpoint of the
dominant discourse, suggesting the foundations of knowledge upheld these notions only
insofar as gendered expectations were repeated (Butler, 2008). Since gender is a
performative act, participants did not speak about outwardly rejecting the ‘innateness’ of
their prescripted biological ‘sex,’ but they misrepeated the corresponding ‘appropriate’
behaviors around gender, sex, intimacy, and desire that were regulated. When they
intentionally took on more ‘masculine’ roles at work or altered their looks to appear less
‘feminine,’ they were in a sense imitating gender and therefore openly enacting resistance,
but at the same time, still reinforcing bigendered discursive power. Gilbert (2009)
defined this as “soft bigenderism” as opposed to “strict bigenderism,” as it still compared
and valued masculine over feminine, but without the correlation between sex and gender.
On the other hand, other participants through small subversions such as “just being me,”
(as in not femme nor butch) or questioning or reinterpreting the power structures that
seemed innately gendered (such as leadership in the church) were ‘doing gender
differently.’ While both examples exhibit discursive challenges of gendered expectations,
the latter moved more toward the models of non-binary genderism, or non-genderism
(Gilbert, 2009). Some of them noted that while it may have been important to them in
the past to resist gender-conforming norms, as they aged they were more aware that a
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gender-neutral or -rejecting presentation felt more genuine, which enabled new
performativities of self, even with the societal confusions or disciplining that resulted.
Sexuality. While resistance to normative gender roles was a theme present in this
research, particularly around the women’s movement, ‘doing sexuality differently’ was
prominent, though often aligned with and perhaps precipitated by the challenging of the
‘naturalness’ of the prescribed hierarchy man, then woman. Mills (2003) drew upon the
work of Foucault and Robyn Queen when she explained,
the image of homosexuality comes to stand for homosexuality as a whole…it has
a complex relation with the behaviour and self-representation of homosexuals
since ‘actual behaviours may have corresponded [to this image] through a
complex play of inductions and attitudes of defiance’…there are ways of
subversively using these positions which have been mapped out for us by others.
(p. 92)
For participants, the label ‘lesbian’ was the most common category in which
participants used to ‘define’ themselves regarding their sexual selves. But, in exploring
their experiences further, I learned that the implications (or at least my subjective
assumptions) of the word ‘lesbian,’ came nowhere near capturing many of their actual
experiences; and in fact, after continued inquiry several of them disclosed that although
they called themselves lesbians, they did not feel the word actually described them as
well as some others such as gay, bi-sexual, or no label at all—it’s just about ‘who I am’
or ‘who I love.’ What was more important to participants was not whether or not they
fully ascribed to the identity provided at the given socio-historical moment, but that their
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truths and identities be recognized and validated. This was consistent with Foucault’s
assertion that in the 1960s people sought,
to focus their attention on themselves, to decipher, recognize and acknowledge
themselves as subjects of desire, bringing into play between themselves and
themselves a certain relationship that allows them to discover, in desire, the truth
of their being, be it natural or fallen. (p. 5)
But he went on to describe (1978) that this seeking and striving toward liberation
was an illusion because the notion of discovering a sexual self or truth was in itself reliant
upon the discursive framework around sexuality and desire. Again, like with gender,
redeployment of a sexual self was a difficult and chaotic process that seemed to depend
on and stay constituted within the discourse of the time, and although reinterpretations
were present, they were fleeting and performative. Some of the participants discussed the
changing nature of the discourse around sexuality, noting that lesbian had meant feminist
or childless or butch or femme, but now the LGBTQ acronym seemed to flexing and
expanding, and they were no longer sure what it meant exactly, but it seemed to be a
good thing as it felt more inclusive. There were also differing reasons for adopting
certain classifications, such as using the word gay to indicate identification with a group
of people, rather than to describe a personal orientation. Discursive categorization
around sexuality, as well as spirituality and aging were also sometimes seen as harmful,
for instance, when imposed by someone else and therefore more indicative of social
perception than actual personal experience, or when they reminded the participant that
they were not entirely ‘suitable’ as compared with others who were presumed to be ideal,
complete, or born to be part of the category, (e.g., not ‘holy’ enough to be a minister, or
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not ‘sure’ enough to be a lesbian). In this sense, ruptures in discursive processes were
noticed, which challenged expectations and enabled new possibilities of subjectivities
around gender, sexuality, and spirituality however minimal. Post-structural theorists
believe that it is these small cracks in the foundation of the systems and structures of
discursive and disciplinary power that may ultimately lead to their deconstruction. Butler
(2008) asked,
What performance where will invert the inner/outer distinction and compel a
radical rethinking of the psychological presuppositions of gender identity and
sexuality? What performance where will compel will compel a reconsideration of
the place and stability of the masculine and the feminine? And what kind of
gender performance will enact and reveal the performativity of gender itself in a
way that destabilizes the naturalized categories of identity and desire? (p. 189)
Connections to Existing Literature: Late Life for LBQ Women
Prior research that has explored aging in sexual minority women’s lives identified
several themes that relate to community and connectedness, physical and psychological
health and wellness, (Almack et al., 2010; Claassen, 2005; Grossman et al., 2000;
Heaphy, 2007), and understandings of self and identity (Averett & Jenkins, 2012).
Social aspects. Several studies cited the importance of being part of a community
in late adulthood, (Claassen, 2005; Grossman et al., 2000; Heaphy, 2007). Having a
network of LGB and gay-affirming close friends in particular seemed to be related to
physical and mental wellbeing. Almack et al. (2010) added that since the older gays and
lesbians of today often did not receive the support of their families, friendships in which
they could be out were particularly helpful. In general, levels of social support ranged
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considerably among participants in this study, but their stories did illuminate that
connectedness to others and being part of a community were desirous, with gay and
lesbian friends holding particular value due to evoking feelings of increased comfort and
understanding.
On the other hand, even if the women preferred friendships with or wanted to
meet more LGBTQ individuals, some of them did not have the logistical means to get to
the places where they thought they could meet them, or they did could not relate with
them when they found them because there were few to none close in age. This was
particularly problematic for some women who also felt their chances to connect
decreased as they reached older adulthood—aging threatening their own and other older
adults’ visibility, energy, and independence. Interestingly, in the existing literature there
is a dichotomy between independence and interdependence, with older lesbians
exhibiting high levels of independent functioning, but only when they had access to
support from friends and neighbors (Comerford, et al., 2004). Some of the participants in
my study wanted to invest in relationships in their neighborhoods, churches, or local
communities, but feared the consequences of coming out, so they remained closeted and
therefore disconnected. Others were out and open about their sexual identities, but had
other barriers to maintaining social contacts such as health problems or messages of
discrimination from local resources.
‘New relational configurations,’ or stories about relatively recent opportunities for
LGBTQ people, particularly younger generations, such as the ability to marry and coparent biological or adoptive children also impacted the ways in which participants felt
and saw themselves and others. Sometimes they contributed to a sense of hope,
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happiness, and pride in belonging to a progressive society, and other times they
exacerbated a feeling of isolation and sadness (i.e., not having the opportunity to have a
family or easily find a partner).
Loss and isolation. Grossman et al. (2000) discussed that a quarter of their
research sample of LGB individuals over 60 had experienced the death of a partner, and
they fared better with increased social support; however, disenfranchisement, or
misunderstanding or mistreatment from others is an all too common experience of a
bereft same-sex partner. One’s dead partner’s or own family or friends may minimize or
deny the relationship or feelings of grief, and institutional or financial discrimination may
also exacerbate issues of loss (Almack et al., 2010; Gluhoski et al., 1997). Participants in
my study told stories of both positive and negative interactions with others that impacted
their experiences of losing a partner. Interestingly, while close family may have
invalidated grief experiences, moments of support from unexpected places partially
compensated for these hurts.
When individuals in my study were single, either due to breakups or deaths of
their partners, they voiced being conflicted about this for several reasons. Stories about
this ambivalence illuminated tensions between loneliness and hopelessness, and between
the desire for intimacy and the fear of difficulty or drama. Participants who lived alone
felt that they had decreased odds for finding intimate partners as they reached old age due
to there being a smaller percentage of available lesbians. Some of them were ready to
share their lives with someone, but were resistant to share their living space with a
partner again because they had become comfortable. They worried that their aging
experiences may impact their energies and abilities to be in a relationship as a worthwhile
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partner, and they also worried that if they didn’t find someone to share their life with
before their energies and abilities depleted, then they may die alone.
Fears of losing control and loneliness were also identified by Almack et al. (2010)
as salient among other older gays and lesbians, and they were more likely to live alone
than heterosexual individuals the same age. Related concerns of my participants included
caretaking and financial issues, hoping that they retained the health and strength to
maintain independence for as long as possible, but also the resiliency and resources to be
okay in the event they had to rely on others for care, hoping they would be treated fairly
and with dignity. This uncertainty was particularly present when they had no children or
close relationships with other family members.
Psychological aspects. Family support has also been connected to mental health
and wellness among older LGB individuals. It has been suggested that a lack of support
from families of origin may led to higher levels of resilience in sexual minority
individuals, and that nontraditional, or ‘chosen family’ social networks can replace
bonding typically provided by conventional familial relationships; however, in general,
both higher levels of family affirmation and ‘outness’ were connected with wellbeing and
increased coping (Berger, 1984; Blando, 2003; Grossman et al., 2000).
Concerns such as negotiating outness to avoid poor treatment from family and
others, navigating barriers to mental and physical healthcare, coping with negative
messages and treatment by society, and minority stress have all been discussed (Berger,
1982; Morrow, 2001; Knochel, 2010). Other studies that have identified psychological
issues among gay and lesbian older adults such as depression, substance use, and suicidal
ideation describe that they connect to internalized homonegativity (D’Augelli et al.,
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2001). In contrast, LGB older adults were more adaptive to aging processes, and
reported higher self-esteem and self-acceptance when they felt connected to and accepted
by others (Berger, 1982; Gluhoski et al., 1997).
The idea of acceptance by/of self and others was a major theme in my research
study. When women were not accepted in the church, workplace, family, or community,
instead of becoming more closed off and rigid, eventually they opened up and became
more psychological flexible. Stories told by each of the women included personal growth,
which contributed to self-acceptance, whether the identity was related to sexual
orientation, relationship status, spirituality, aging, or dying. Similarly, Erickson’s ninth
stage, resolution of ego-integrity versus despair, acknowledges both the practical
challenges and distress that one reaches in older age, and ‘successfully’ completed results
in wisdom. Nakashima and Canda (2005) write of a “dialectical tension of surrender and
resistance” that older adults may experience during late life, which enables a process of
fulfillment and identifying positive potential while facing their own mortality.
For the women in this study, not only did choosing to engage in similar process
allow for new knowings of themselves, but it also encouraged an empathy toward and
acceptance of others. These experiences reflected some aging researchers’ perspectives
of Gerotranscendence, an increased openness to inclusivity and appreciation for diversity
as one comes to terms with one’s own aging (Atchley, 2008; Danigelis, Hardy, & Cutler,
2007; Tornstam, 2005). For these women, their minority statuses seemed to contribute to,
if not hasten this process.
Discrimination and violence. Being a lesbian, bisexual, or gay woman during a
time in which anti-gay sentiment was a norm (Morrow, 2001), institutionalized
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oppression was rampant (De Vries 2007; Heaphy 2007), and victimization and abuse
were not rare (D’Augelli & Grossman, 2001), threats of prejudice, covert and overt
mistreatment, and violence were inevitable. The injustices that were communicated,
whether in small ways through a smirk, or in large ways through governmental policy
discrepancies, impacted my participants heavily. Nonetheless, and congruent with
existing literature (Cahill & South, 2003), along with these stressors and oppressions they
lived their lives with resiliency, voicing continued hope for progress for themselves and
others. These stories were illuminated in the narratives. Although there were not
instances of physical violence described, the compulsory nature of performing in
accordance with dominant discourse became more and more apparent when realizing
women repeatedly risked being unseen, unappreciated, silenced, misunderstood,
marginalized, abused, fired, and attacked, but as a result compensated by enacting other
sets of expectations in efforts to gain worth and acceptance in other realms.
Religion and spirituality. The heterosexist discourse to which participants were
subject was both secular and religious. Existing research that explores the intersection of
sexual orientation and hetero-normative religious messages in LGBTQ lives has most
often looked at younger, and sometimes middle-aged individuals negotiating competing
identities, which are fluid, interrelated and complex. Their processes were often
described as conflicts characterized by internalized negative messages and shame, and
result in either the rejection of religion (in roughly half of participants), or an augmented
belief system usually characterized with values of openness, acceptance, and nonjudgment (Claassen, 2005; Kubicek et al., 2010; Levy & Reeves, 2011).
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These struggles were not unlike those described by participants in my study.
Although at some point in their lives, about half of them did reject organized religion,
participant subjectivities led several of them eventually to an individualized spiritual
belief system. Usually this ‘spirituality’ looked very dissimilar to the religions in which
they were reared, changed many times throughout their lives, was constructed as a result
of many different learnings and knowings, and was informed by multiple and sometimes
competing perspectives.
Erickson’s additional last stage would ideally result in not just a worldly wisdom,
but a more transcendent view of existence, less concerned with the immediate and
tangible, but with the cosmic and philosophical (Brown & Lowis, 2003). Similarly,
being open and all-inclusive were major defining characteristics of my participants’
belief systems, whether scared or secular as they were more concerned with the goals of
universality and connectedness than upholding religio-social rules, and instead
understood (experientially) that these norms could be an obstacle to genuine connection
with both other people and the divine. Taking this idea further, some were also
committed to contributing to the efforts toward progress and change in religious
discourse. Conversely, others who remained constituted in religions that did not make
space for their sexual orientations wavered between aligning with alternative affirming
personal beliefs hoping that the church would follow suit, and being stuck in the struggle
of being subject to a belief system that denied their subjectivities and disenfranchised
their relationships. With the concept of authentic and universal connection being of
resounding importance to this population’s wellbeing in this study and across the research,
and with the most common source of community being accessed through churches and
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religious establishments even among lesbians (Claassen, 2005), it seems to me all the
more important to continue to deconstruct religious discourse that reinforces heteronormativity and exclusion, and re-story new more affirming and inclusive understandings
of spirituality.
Connections to Counseling Psychology
This narrative inquiry beyond being grounded in important tenants of the field of
counseling psychology, such as the core values of social justice, multiculturalism, and
feminism, and guided by humanistic and constructivist principles of counseling, which
informed my methodology, may also contribute to the field. The literature review and
rational for this research revealed that women-identified, LBQ-identified individuals who
are older may experience a unique intersection of oppressive stressors, and may also be at
greater risk of being invisible, silenced, and underserved. This suggests that having a
particular sensitivity and awareness about the multiple truths and experiences of this
population may help to de-stigmatize and demarginalize older sexual minority women.
In addition, this research might also be transferable to aging and/or older, sexual minority,
and gender-othered populations in general.
A post-structural perspective illuminating psychological and relational processes
might further be relevant being that psychology in itself is a discipline through which
disciplining power can function (Kaufmann, 2011). Therefore, if we are to hope to
counsel individuals who are also constituted in multiple and competing systems of
disciplinary power (positioned within each as the ‘other’), it is important that we have a
contextualized understanding of the discursive framework that likely contributes to this
systemic oppression. It is important in order to continue to strive for multicultural
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competence to not only attempt to gain a more through understanding of diverse
individuals’ experiences on individual and relational levels, but for us as clinicians,
researchers, and as a field to also be able to trouble our own subjectivities and
understandings of truth, particularly when it comes to our clients and participants, who
always already sit across from us as the “other.”
Final Reflections
As a queer-identified person from the Southern United States, I tend to find
myself reading the occasional local and national ‘gay’ news stories online. These
typically include proposed bans on same-sex marriage, incidents of cruel bullying, hate
crimes, and other forms of discrimination. In addition to the negative news, I also
discover more rare but hopeful stories of GLBT people, to include gay parents raising
amazing children or loveable celebrities coming out or getting married. However, more
often then not, I end up getting caught up in the comment section below the story. With
such a polarizing issue as ‘gayness,’ I can usually count on the opinions being pretty
black and white with some form or another of, “that’s just plain
wrong/unnatural/disgusting/sinful,” or “who are you to decide/inhibit/oppress/judge?”
One comment recently stood out to me because it didn’t fit squarely on one side
or the other, at least not at face-value: “I’m old enough to remember when gay meant
happy!” Now, my initial reaction to this comment was, “gay does mean happy!” When
I think about the meaning of happiness, I think about love, I think about connectedness,
and I think about acceptance. I think about my family, my mom and sisters, all of whom
love and accept me for exactly who I am. I think about the home and animals I currently
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share with my beautiful partner—and I think about my plans to build our own family and
to live my life, growing older with her as my spouse.
When pondering my own life and my own easy happiness, I can’t help but think
about my participants’ lives. While I would not necessarily categorize any of them as
‘unhappy,’ those privileges I am lucky enough to list did not come as effortlessly to them,
if at all. If they found happiness, they had to fight for it and figure out what it looked like
for them; they couldn’t just ascribe to the traditional, and socially constructed idea of the
‘American dream.’ They could not necessarily count on having their families’ love,
acceptance, and support; finding loving partners, having those partners become their
spouses and the parents of a couple of shared children; or having their choices of
education, career, religion, and places of work, residence, or worship. Learning how to
hide and isolation were familiar ways of life for them, and in some cases still were.
Some of the literature talks about a disconnect between older GLBT-identified
people and the younger queer generations of today. Although on one hand,
intergenerational connectedness has been associated with well-being, some GLBT older
adults have reported having a negative perception of younger GLBT individuals (Berger,
1982). I wondered if it was maybe a resentment or feeling that ‘we’ take for granted
what generations before us did in terms of fighting for GLBT rights, perhaps getting too
comfortable with expecting progress without investing in it for ourselves. In
conversation with my participants I was aware that they and women like them paved the
path, on which some of us may at times ungratefully and lazily, relatively speaking, enjoy
walking today; I am certainly no exception to that. While today, like 200 years ago, the
human rights statement in the Declaration of Independence claims ‘men’ have the right to
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the pursuit of happiness, sadly I’m not sure how true this has historically been in general,
but specifically for the GLBT community—and what this looks like for them now as they
become older adults in our changing society. Yet I can say with confidence that it is in
large part because they played such an instrumental role in the progress I enjoy today that
I can say in my life and pursuits that gay truly does mean happy. I can’t help but
experience some sense of survivor’s guilt. I had to find out, where are they now? What
are they thinking? And what role do they continue to play?
Despite my awareness that my participants were considerably older than me,
exceeding my own years by 40 to 50, and that they may feel that my generation may not
truly “get” their experiences—or their sacrifices, these women graciously opened up to
me about their lives. This seemed to include their candid reactions to interactions with
younger people—although I recognize they could have sugarcoated these beliefs while
interacting with me, looking about 16 years old myself. Nonetheless, I experienced these
stories as raw, honest, personal, poignant, and amazingly interesting. Most of all, I felt
truly connected to each one of them as we delved together into the task of re-constructing
their various narratives through conversation. When I sat with my participants, I viewed
them through a queer theoretical lens, because part of my intention was to exhibit an
openness inspired by the ultimate goal toward troubling the identity and binary categories
in which many others may automatically place them, particularly with regard to sexuality
and gender but also aging and spirituality. It was my impression that this served as useful
not only in joining with them, but also in my (and potentially their own) better
understanding the unique aspects and complexities within their lives. The stories told in
this project depict women making sense of their own experiences, understandings of self,
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and their aging processes in the context of changing and stable socio-cultural climates
and scaffolding.
With post-structural intentions of multiplicity, reflexivity, and re-construction I
did my best to represent participants’ various voices, much of the time verbatim, using
the lens of the research questions I was attempting to address (McCormack, 2004); and, it
should be said that through and due to these efforts I have also combined, altered, and
even misrepresented or altogether left out a number of stories I believe are integral to
their lives (Janesick, 2000; Richardson, 2000). It is hoped that both the stories presented
and the ones that are yet to be told will be ‘writerly’—open to multiple interpretations,
and contribute to the continued knowing and more importantly deconstructing and reworking of how we see sexuality, aging, and spirituality in general. These insights might
be transferable to our own various understandings of these realms of ourselves and our
cultures. Dominant narratives may protect us from feeling fear and insecurity in the face
of multiple, unstable, and unknowable truths, but participants despite and perhaps
because of their marginalized and emotionally difficult positions continually embraced
that which was complex, fleeting, and unknown. While my own efforts toward troubling
our systems of truth and knowledge may have been initially motivated by a similar fear
and thus search for new, different, more inclusive, and therefore ‘truer,’ ‘more
acceptable,’ or ‘more soothing’ truths, instead I have been inspired to embrace that which
can be experienced and accept that which cannot be ‘known.’
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Appendix A
Unstructured Interview Guide: Sexuality, Spirituality, and Aging/End of Life.
1. Please tell me how you understand your own sexuality/sexual orientation.
Tell me about a time when you first thought of yourself as ___________?
Tell me about any messages about sexuality and/or sexual orientation that you
received from your family/community/culture?
Tell me about a time that impacted or helped define your sexual orientation.
Tell me about your sense of your sexuality/sexual orientation as you have aged.
2. Please tell me how you understand your own spirituality or religiosity.
How would you describe the role if (any) spirituality or religion has played/plays
in your life?
Tell me about any messages about spirituality or religion that you received from
your family/community/culture?
Tell me about a time that impacted or helped define your sense of spirituality.
How have you been able to understand your sense of spirituality as it relates to
your sexuality/sexual orientation?
3. Tell me about what it is like for you to age or experience older adulthood.
Tell me about any messages about aging or death that you received from your
family/community/culture?
Tell me about a time when you first thought of yourself as aging or an older
adult?
How would you describe the role if (any) spirituality or religion plays as you
reach older adulthood?
How have you been able to understand your sense of spirituality as it relates to
your process of aging or your own mortality?
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Appendix B
Consent form.
I agree to take part in an interview about spirituality, aging, and lesbian, bisexual, and
queer (LBQ) issues which is being conducted by Bridget Dunnavant, a Counseling Psychology
doctoral student under the direction of Dr. Lisbeth Berbary and Dr. Douglas Strohmer, professors
in the Counseling, Educational Psychology, and Research department at The University of
Memphis. My participation is voluntary; I can refuse to participate or stop taking part at
any time without giving any reason, and without penalty. I can ask to have information
related to me returned to me, removed from the research records, or destroyed.
I am aware that the purpose of this study is for its contribution to research and I will not
benefit directly from this research. If I volunteer to take part in this study, I will be asked to sit for
one or two interviews lasting for up to 3 hours. No discomforts or stresses are expected during
this interview, but there is a possibility for mild psychological distress associated with recounting
stories surrounding sensitive and highly personal topics, and if my reflection on experiences leads
to any type of emotional upset, the student is prepared to give me contact information for referrals
to mental health services in the community.
I give permission for my collected stories to be used by Bridget Dunnavant for research
purposes as long as my name is kept confidential. The only person who will know that I am the
interviewee is Bridget Dunnavant. Information provided by me will remain confidential and will
be disclosed only with my permission or as required by law. An exception to confidentiality
involves information revealed concerning suicide, homicide, or child abuse, which must be
reported as required by law or if the researcher is required to provide information by a judge.
Individually identifying information, such as my name, will not be revealed to anyone. All
results and all tape recordings from this study will be disguised by a fake name and this name will
be used on all of the research records. All recordings will be kept locked away and recordings
will be destroyed five years following the conclusion of the study. I acknowledge that The
University of Memphis does not have any funds budgeted for compensation for injury, damages,
or other expenses.
The researcher will answer any further questions about the research, now or during the
course of the project, and can be reached by telephone at 931-980-4190 or by e-mail at
brdnnvnt@memphis.edu. My signature below indicates that the researcher has answered all of
questions to my satisfaction, that I understand the procedures described above, and that I consent
to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form.
Additional questions or problems regarding your rights as a research participant should be
addressed to, Jacqueline Y. Reid, Administrator for the Institutional Review Board for the
Protection of Human Subjects, University of Memphis, at 678-2533.

Bridget Dunnavant
Name of Researcher
Phone: 931-980-4190
E-mail: brdnnvnt@memphis.edu

___________________
Signature

__________
Date

_________________
Name of Participant

___________________
Signature

__________
Date
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Appendix C
Personal journal.
The following examples are excerpts from my personal journal selected to highlight
subjectivities and various aspects of the my personal process over time:
December 17, 2011
(notes to help inform future interviews)
Both interviewees so far asked me about my own spirituality; right now I’m agnostic, but
on the spot I made a joke that I’m not sure and maybe that’s why I’m wanting to talk to
people who have it figured out—I should think about a more thoughtful response.
Especially considering so far, my participants have not had a entirely clear or solidified
belief system. They each talked about an eclectic or integrative sense of spirituality, not
original and not just one system (even if she attends church). I find myself open to both
understandings. And both find meaning through their relationships, which also fits my
values.
January 18, 2012:
(specific suggestions/reminders for future interviews)
Ask about beginning to seek spiritual info, age and why
Ask about barriers of aging
Ask directly about meaning, or repeat and clarify
Ask about beliefs about what happens when we die
Ask about experience of (if are) retirement, decision to, age, etc.
Ask about unmet needs, what most desire from life/others
Ask about how they feel about younger LGBT’s, changes in LBQ culture
Whole time, connect spirituality to LBQ identity (if can), how does that relate to…
Get more emotional experience, attune to emotional word, “_____ meaning…” and
“what was that like for you?”
Ask more explicitly about the civil rights/women’s movement
Draw out contradictions, difficulties, conflict
Barriers and coping “what do you do with/when (above)?”
Ask about precipitants of unique coping/activities
March 8, 2012:
(observation)
Some think of self as older, and some do not. Being older is not a bad thing for ones who
think of self as older.
March 28, 2012:
(reflection on patterns I notice in interviews)
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The concepts of discrimination and identification with overt feminism (almost bordering
on sexism—anti-man, or lesbian separatist) have repeated. This, as well as a pattern of
minor defensiveness seem to be tied to coping—which makes sense when one is
chronically misunderstood. At the same time the desire to be heard and an openness to
hear others, and connecting across difference seem to be important. A couple
participants have addressed sexuality through humor with others, which I find clever and
creative and perhaps also indicative of passivity, lack of safety. Coping, resilience,
tolerance, acceptance.
May 25, 2012:
(more reflection on patterns I notice in interviews)
Participants speak of somatic symptoms to signify emotional pain, and the need for
healing or transition. Two participants now have discussed they had a “calling.” I’m not
sure I understand this concept completely, but seems perhaps based in need for making
meaning of a personal relationship with God? I’m careful of this bias—and will be in the
future (as they also spoke of being misunderstood by others in this area). I identified a
contradiction that seems important: participant is afraid of something happening to her as
she gets older, but she is offended and rejecting of the same notion when others offer up
similar fears (son afraid of her driving). In general, fears of getting older connect with
difficulties and drama in relationships and caretaking concerns.
June 6, 2012:
(personal exploration)
The subject of spirituality is not a simple one for me. Motivating this inquiry has been
my own intrigue with our culture’s obsession with and need for religion (this statement is
not to say that this need is not a valid one, nor does it have any bearing on whether or not
religion’s existence is based within this need). Although right now I am relatively firmly
rooted in a personal agnosticism, myself and nor my family are exempt from this
preoccupation. Death, although admittedly not unrelated, is also not a simple topic for
me and it feels important to remember and consider as I continue to ask my participants
direct questions about both, somehow expecting somewhat clear answers.
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Appendix D
Themes.
Preliminary identified themes, grouped by researching question.
1. What dominant discourses of spirituality and aging intersect into the lives of
older LBQ women?
Being gay is: morally wrong/unnatural/a choice/unacceptable/a homogenous lifestyle/all
about sex/unmentionable/a joke or an expression, something that must be denied or
hidden, or if not, accept taking on the role as being perceived as and being a sexual
deviant
Gay people cannot get married, have children, become grandmothers: you must ignore
own needs/desires so you can be a good wife and mother or you are worthless
Aging: is painful, requires caretaking and is about losing control, is boring/makes one
useless/obsolete
Talking out loud about aging/change makes death a reality
Validation (or discrimination) from religious or other authority trickles down to the
people/self
2. How do LBQ women psychologically negotiate these dominant discourses of
spirituality and aging in their lived experiences?
Finding oneself 'accidently' through others: Discovered same-sex attraction only when
actually falling in love with a woman, with previous attractions becoming
apparent/acknowledged, often instigating further exploration
Questioning as a means of lifelong learning: Older adulthood as a time of continued
learning (external knowledge such as classes and self-knowledge such as spirituality),
reflection, leads to continual growth and changes in perspective even sexual identity
Reactions to being challenged by self and others: argue/fight (investigate*) or
avoid/protect as response (often using humor), leads to continued struggle/growth on one
end or the other (or both)
Defensiveness/offensive resistance to other’s beliefs about your identities (i.e., age,
sexual orientation, religiosity, etc.): agreement/disagreement, and sometimes a process of
acceptance (dependant on age, health, mood, relationship to other)
Herstories: The desire to document or tell one's story, the possibility and importance of
impacting others through personal experience/knowledge
*Spirituality is about genuine connection with self and others: romantic, platonic, and
familial intimacy
3. How is this negotiation enacted in their day-to-day experiences and
understandings of self?
*Spirituality is about connectedness: connection with others is related to
meaning/purpose and being connected with God (sometimes finding sexual and spiritual
identities concurrently)
New age/new role in a changing world: mixed emotions about progress and connection
with younger generations (dealing with lack of recognition/rights)
Invisibility, isolation, and understanding self in relation to others: reaching a place of
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acceptance/rejection of this as a reality, whether in life or death (related to being double
minority, GLBT and an older adult)
Inclusivity: The idea of being different and excluded leads to valuing diversity, openness
to belief systems, multiple denominations, traditions, and religion all leads to one God
Reconciliation of role as a mother (being or not being primary): the need to put working
through sexuality on hold and/or work through guilt of putting strain/hold on
motherhood/relationship with children to ‘deal’ with sexual orientation
Lesbian/gay identity more than a label: as a category of personal identification, but also
facilitates connection with a community
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Appendix E
Rhizomatic analysis.
The following examples are provided to illuminate the evolution of my data analysis.
Key:
Participant #1
Participant #2
Participant #3

Participant #4
Participant #5
Participant #6

Research Question #1
Research Question #2
Research Question #3

Printed transcript data (color coded based on research question):
*see left (line numbers are color coded by participant)

‘Story data’ from transcripts, sorted by research question and grouped thematically:
Alzheimer’s [uh hmm] she had like a a mini stroke and since then her memory has gotten
worse and worse and worse and worse and she’ll say the same thing over and over and
over and say you know we went to a restaurant and she said about 5 times have we
ordered yet?
P: 60? Or 55 maybe? Something like that. Anyway, yeah, it does. And uh, when I have
memory lapses, you know, you always think, “I hope its not Alzheimer’s!” {A knock can
be heard on tape}
70 or so percent of them have some fairly significant heath issues so um, so there’s a few
of them it hasn’t really slowed down much, they have some health issues but they just
work through them
I’m probably in better health than most of the people my age—one of my best friends
who’s (making whistling noise while trying to recall) she’s 3 or 4 years older than me,
one of the women who lived with me, this is the woman too who you might want to
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interview, but she had been in the 25 year relationship, one of the women is a year
younger than me and the other is like 2 or 3 years older than me, the one that’s older is
getting uh I’m not sure if it’s Alzheimer’s or dementia, it’s never been diagnosed as being
Alzheimer’s [uh hmm] she had like a a mini stroke and since then her memory has gotten
worse and worse and worse and worse and she’ll say the same thing over and over and
over and say you know we went to a restaurant and she said about 5 times have we
ordered yet?
I know I hear about people who retire and then they just feel lost and they don’t know
what to do with themselves
my kids say I have more energy than most people they know. And I can do a lot. But, I, I
do have a limit, you know. [Mmhmm] My great grandmother lived to be 100 years old
and I’m planning on that.
Transcript data compiled into a ‘storyline’:
Eventually, our husbands were out of the picture and she and I ended up living together,
and for a while it was wonderful. But when you come out, it’s always a big mess. I went
through the whole adolescent thing you have to go through when you first come out
because you don’t get to do when you’re young. At points I was crying all the time and
felt like I was about to have a nervous breakdown. My husband would even be real
supportive and watch the kids when I wasn’t up to it. It was back in the 70s and there
were books out about open relationships and I thought that was more enlightened than
having monogamous relationships. I really started to party—actually every New Year’s
Eve a bunch of gay folks would rent some cabins out in the woods and have a huge dance
and Faith would almost always come up to those parties and so I’d get to see her here and
there. I experimented sexually with mostly women, but some men too, and even couples,
but that was extremely difficult because women don’t really like that. You just date one
person and that’s it. I still didn’t know the rules and nobody was telling me the rules.
Gay women don’t date lots of women at one time. So we broke up a couple of times, but
then we’d get back together. On top of that, she was an alcoholic and between us we had
six kids so it was real chaotic and financially things were very tight. We made it work
for about ten years nonetheless.
Back then I never felt the need to identify anywhere or classify myself as gay, or
even bisexual—maybe I was just sexual. And having been married for twenty years I
never pictured myself as being gay. When I met my first girlfriend and I just happened to
be crazy about her. In my mind it had nothing to do with being gay or straight or
anything else. It was really interesting because I still enjoyed sleeping with men
physically, but once I started being with women it felt so much more intimate. I didn’t
let myself be as soft with men but I always thought, “well if I fell in love with one it
would be okay.” I definitely preferred women.
Story with researcher voice added (in black), based in contextual/actual data:
I have a memory I’m sitting in church, same spot near the back of the sanctuary on the
right, different church—very different church, and 40 years prior. In this church, there is
no shouting, no ‘amen’ing, and not even any gospel at that time. That kind of stuff is not
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‘sophisticated’ so everyone is quiet and demur. We sang anthems, hymns, and just
beautiful things. I notice the musky smell, the glimmer of sunlight shining through the
yellowed stained glass, the hard wooden pew against my back. I’m aware of these details
because it was the first time in my life I had allowed myself to feel. I can’t remember
what the minister was preaching about that day in particular, but I know the civil rights
movement was still going strong and although I wasn’t involved in it, it brought me a
new awareness. As I sat there I felt a spark of anger grow inside of me as I started to
think about sermons over the years—right there in church, preaching against Dr. King,
and back when Kennedy ran for president, against the Catholics, handing out literature
about how the pope’s going to run the country if Kennedy gets elected. It didn’t occur to
me to question anything because that’s how I grew up. In this moment though, I started
to look at the people around me who didn’t see me then either, and I really began seeing
them for the first time. I thought to myself, “these people are hypocrites, God is not in
this place.” It dawned on me that I had been in denial about the church, just like I had
been about my being a lesbian.
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Appendix F
Character sketch.
Below is an example of my process of constructing a composite character.
Key:
Participant #1
Participant #2
Participant #6
Grace:
Appearance: Grace is about 5’4,” African American with light mocha skin color with
freckles and a round face. She is very well kempt with light makeup, rosy cheeks, and
bright features, round brown eyes, very young looking (for 74) and beautiful, some lines
around eyes and from mouth to her nose, but faint. She stands slightly hunched in the
upper back, but is very fit looking in general and thin, she has gray black hair tied tightly
in thick braids vertically down her head. She wore a red mock turtleneck with a faux fur
cheetah hair vest and khaki pants pulled up high over waist and an oversized dark coat.
She is wearing big hoop earrings and large black sunglasses (she recently had cataract
surgery).
Sexuality: She was married to a man, then realized one day she was unhappy, discovering
feelings for women and got divorced. When she entered her first same-sex relationship
she began to understand her early same-sex feelings (she still identified as bisexual, but
preferred women and had more intimacy with women). She had series of relationships,
had ceremonies with each, but conflicts led to splits. She loves to be a caretaker/mother
and now grandmother. Now she identifies as lesbian because she has been only with
women for the last thirty years. Different people had different reactions to her coming
out, including threats to lose her job, all of which impacted her own process of
acceptance. She likes being single, but is open to a new relationship.
Spirituality: She was raised conservative Christian, but had affirming spiritual
grandmother. She left the church after realizing how hypocritical/ prejudice it was and
became an atheist for many years. She was very informed by the women’s movement,
and attended workshops and classes, eventually rediscovering the church after coming
out and wanting to be involved in community and social justice efforts. She eventually
left her job as a school psychologist when called by God to heal and minister to others,
and now is very involved in her GLBT-affirming Christian church’s ministry, and also
receives messages from God.
Aging: Grace is 74 and still deciding whether she fully identifies as an older person and
has mixed feelings about others perceiving her as older, although she is not afraid to die,
she believes, “we don’t die, we transition,” is still very active, and physically healthy for
the most part.
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